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Abstract 
Over the past 1 00 years there has been an uneasy and complex relationship between 
variety theatre and performance art practices. Artists from the early avant-garde 
appropriated variety theatre while simultaneously distancing themselves from it. Post· 
object artists in the 1960s and 1970s rejected variety theatre altogether, yet unwittingly 
continued to reveal its tropes in their body art practices. Significantly, behind these 
performance cultures lies an innate prejudice against the popular stage: namely that it is 
a standardised form of creative expression, an entertainment spectacle that is not capable 
of producing radical or transgressive art. 
Such a prejudice has encouraged a critical distancing of performance art - which has 
historically been positioned as experimental and radical- from variety styles of 
performance. However, in recent times performance artists in Sydney have been 
bridging the gap between variety theatre and performance art. Indeed, they have been 
employing theatrical styles that resonate not just with the experimental approaches of the 
post-object and the historical avant-garde but also with the stylings of the popular stage. 
The author's Renny Kodgers performance project is testament to this development. His 
mixture of post-object strategies and variety theatre styles means that defining and 
categorising his performance work is complicated. 
In response, this thesis presents a framework which allows the cultures of variety theatre 
and performance art to be read together. This is achieved by understanding these 
seemingly discrete performance modes through a common progenitor - the 
carnivalesque. Coined by the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin, the term 
' camivalesque' refers to the grotesque folk culture of antiquity. It is the bawdy, 
ambivalent humour that reveals life's contradictions. It is the eternally transgressive 
force that dissolves officialdom and authority, and turns ideas upside down and inside 
out. Understanding variety theatre and performance art as modem manifestations of the 
carnivalesque confuses the categorisations that both have historically been allotted. 
Ultimately, this makes it untenable to continue regarding them as completely distinct 
and unrelated modes of performance. Describing and then navigating this ambivalent 
relationship will be the subject of this thesis. 
xi 
Variety theatre, performance art and the carnivalesque 
Introduction 
On the evening of Thursday, 29 November 2007 the author produced a performance 
piece titled The Heat is ... On! at Chalkhorse Gallery in Surry Hills, Sydney. In this 
work a fully operational sauna with cedar panelling and steaming hot rocks was 
installed in the gallery. Set at a warm 60° Celsius, anyone who entered the space was 
immediately made aware of their own presence in the room. The sweat beaded on their 
brow and their armpits slowly dampened and stained their shirts. However, this was 
only one of the performative elements in this work. An hour into the event a strangely 
statuesque character- well groomed, and with a curly grey wig and a whitened beard -
entered the gallery. He wore a white robe, a red Stetson on his head and cowboy boots 
on his feet. Without warning he disrobed, revealing an immaculately tanned body and 
an enormous penis dangling between his legs. His name was Renny Kodgers, and for 
those who had been caught unawares, he had come to the gallery that night to complete 
the mise-en-scene and take a sauna. 
Figure I. Mark Shorter, The Heat is ... On!, 2007. 
Renny Kodgers is an alter-ego that the author has used regularly in his performance 
work since 2005. Loosely modelled on the American country music singer Kenny 
Rogers, he is a character laden with ambivalence and contradiction. For instance, he 
introduces himself with a self-effacing well-mannered southern charm, but ifyou 
engage him in conversation the exchange quickly deteriorates into lascivious, debased 
banter. Likewise, he presents himself as a paragon of heterosexual masculinity, yet he 
indiscriminately creates highly sexualised encounters with both men and women as they 
enter his sphere. 
With Kodgers' entrance into The Heat is ... On! the work took on a new life. It was no 
longer simply concerned with the spectators and their individual experience of the 
sauna. It had been transformed into a communal, conversational arena. Indeed, 
spectators who just wanted to mind their own business in the sauna were quickly met 
with strong disapproval from Kodgers, who would cajole them with his off-handed wit. 
Between shouting at participants to ' shut the door' to keep in the heat, he 'd stare down 
others and exclaim, 'You're acting like something strange is goin' on, I'm just having a 
sauna.' 
1 As the performance continued, Kodgers' intentions became more clear: he 
wanted to create a kind of ridiculous, inescapable intimacy. At one point he looked up at 
one male spectator and stated, 'You may not realise it, but right here and right now I am 
entering your body.' The man looked confused, and Kodgers explained to him, 'There 
you stand, not four feet away, and you gotta know that as you breathe in you are 
breathin' in me - and not just my sweat, don't you know- you're breathin' in all my 
bodily fluids. '2 
This thesis has opened with a description of The Heal is ... On! because it raises some 
interesting questions about the nature of performance art practices in Sydney in 2010.3 
For instance, what are the histories of performance that this work draws on? Can its 
performativity be read entirely in the context of the visual arts? Or must we look to 
alternative modes of theatrical expression to contextualise and understand the imagery 
that it presents? The answers to such questions are multifarious. 
2 
3 
Mark Shorter, The Heat is ... On! (2007). 
Ibid. 
The Heat is .. . On! is not alone in the way in which it presents a pastiche of performance 
styles that traverse the boundaries of theatre, performance art and even vaudeville. Other 
artists working contemporaneously in Sydney, such as Brown Council , The King Pins, 
Liam Benson, Justin Shoulder, Tom lsaacs and Sach Catts, are doing s imilar things. 
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For instance, on one level the work exudes a strong, bawdy, carnivalesque humour. 
Coined by the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin, 'carnivalesque' refers to the 
festive language and imagery that framed the social and cultural practices of the Middle 
Ages. In defining this particular sense of humour, Bakhtin states that it is essentially 
'degrading' in nature.4 Bakhtin clarifies this: he does not mean that carnival ridicules a 
subject into 'non-existence'.5 Instead, its degradation is concerned with employing a 
playful language that pulls ideas downward into the unseemly and grotesque zones of 
human existence. Here he is specifically referring to such areas as ' the lower stratum of 
the body, the life of the belly and the reproductive organs; it therefore relates to acts of 
defecation and copulation' .6 Such themes were prime fodder for Kodgers in the sauna. 
This was demonstrated in his overt references to the body's fluids and orifices 
throughout the performance. But we might also like to consider his oversized, fake 
penis as strongly camivalesque. Bak:htin explains, 'special attention' is given to the 
body's protrusions, which are 'subject to positive exaggeration' and 'can even detach 
themselves from the body and lead an independent life' .7 
However, we can also observe that The Heat is ... On! reflects certain ideas that arose 
out of the performance art of the 1970s. The performance of this period was framed by 
the notion of the 'dematerialised art object', or what was also known as post-object art 
practice.8 The post-object was concerned with questioning the logic of traditional 
systems of representation in Western culture. In particular it sought to challenge the idea 
that art can only function through its reification into an object such as a painting or 
sculpture. Through such radical thinking artists attempted to move beyond the art object 
by producing more ephemeral work and using their bodies as sites for the expression 
and investigation of ideas. They also began to challenge viewing relationships between 
the spectator and the art object. The spectator was no longer a passive, detached 
observer but an intrinsic part of the work. Such ideas permeate the Renny Kodgers 
performances. This can be seen in the importance of the artist's body in communicating 
the ideas of the work. However, it is also demonstrated in the manner with which 
viewing relations were deconstructed through the transformation of the gallery space 
4 
6 
M.M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington IN: Indiana University Press, 
1984), 19. 
Ibid. 
Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 21. 
Ibid., 317. 
Lucy Lippard and John C handler, 'The Demateriali zation of Art ', Art International, 
February 1968. 
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into a sauna and, in particular, in the use of a heated room, which transferred the 
meaning of the work from its installation properties onto the experience and presence of 
the viewer. 
Furthermore, there is a powerful vaudeville sensibility that pervades the action. The 
vaudeville stage in Australia ostensibly died out in the 1950s with the development of 
technologies such as film, television and radio. Nonetheless, its lewd and farcical 
humour has continued within the cultural landscape today through programs such as 
ABC television's The Chaser, with its review style of presentation. It is also revealed in 
the caricature performances of artists such as Melbourne-born Barry Humphries, who 
created the class-obsessed suburban housewife Dame Edna Everage. There are strong 
elements of this culture in The Heat is ... On!. This is displayed in the use of the alter-
ego Renny Kodgers, who lampoons American cultural values. We should also note 
other vaudevillian features of the work, such as the playful banter that took place in the 
sauna, which has strong affmities with the repartee between a stand-up comedian and 
their live audience in a nightclub. 
While The Heat is ... On! presents carnival, variety theatre and performance art as 
united, it is important to recognise that these modes of performance do not 
automatically sit alongside each other in a history of creative expression. For example, 
there are considerable disparities ideological1y between post-object art and vaudeville. 
The post-object critically re-evaluated Western modes of representation. Vaudeville, in 
the sense that it was a form of mass entertainment spectacle, was potentially a subject of 
post-object's critique. It certainly was not party to the post-object's self-reflective 
investigative practices. We must also acknowledge that carnival - as an expression of 
the festive culture of the Middle Ages - is distinct from all modes of performance 
produced in modern times. Carnival's debased imagery does surface in a character like 
Renny Kodgers. However, Kodgers' grotesquery is also defined through its connection 
to particular modern performance forums, such as the art gallery and the nightclub. It is 
through the support of such spaces that Kodgers' lewd transgressive behaviour 
flourishes. In contrast, the expression of the language and imagery of the historic 
carnival was not dependent upon or restricted to a specific performance space within 
society. Rather, carnival was an all-encompassing social reality that existed in every 
aspect of medieval life, from the social to the political to the economic. 
4 
Through its fusion of variety theatre and performance art The Heat is ... On! 
problematises the categorisation of these different performance modes. In doing so it 
asks: are forms of performance such as vaudeville and post-object art completely 
distinct in their form and function, or are there commonalities between the two that have 
been overlooked? The Heat is ... On! suggests that we can understand vaudeville and 
post-object art together as modern manifestations of the carnivalesque. Yet exploring 
such a proposition is far from straightforward. Numerous contradictions, conflicts and 
points of slippage become apparent as the tenuous relationship between variety theatre, 
performance art and the carnivalesque is navigated historically and formally. However, 
it is the consideration of such problems and disjunctures that forms the subject ofthis 
thesis. These problems will be dealt with over three chapters. 
Chapter 1, 'Variety theatre and its permutations', explores how the carnivalesque spirit 
of the Middle Ages has manifested contemporaneously through a diverse range of 
modern performance modes. First, this chapter defines the historic carnival through a 
consideration of the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin's book Rabelais and his 
World. Published in 1965, Bakhtin's text provides the most comprehensive analysis of 
the function of the festive practices of medieval times. With a definition of carnival 
established, the manner in which carnival's expression was transformed as a result of 
Western society's industrialisation in the 18th and 19th centuries is then investigated. 
To understand this development the chapter looks at the analysis provided by the 
English historian Robert W. Malcolmson, in his book Popular Recreations in English 
Society 1700- 1850. Malcolmson's text allows us to observe how carnival changed from 
a debased creative expression, evident in every facet of medieval life, to its modem 
incarnation as variety theatre. In this transformation carnival's unseemly languages and 
imagery became absorbed into - and indeed restricted to - the drinking halls of the 
emerging industrial metropolis. It is this bawdy tavern-based entertainment that later 
developed into the spectacular, commercial industry known as music hall or vaudeville. 
Here the important issue of whether or not the carnivalesque spirit can continue to be 
expressed in music hall 's highly commercialised and regulated form is addressed. This 
dilemma became an important issue at the turn of the 20th century, when a unique form 
of variety theatre, known as artistic cabaret, began to be engineered by the European 
avant-garde. Through artistic cabaret the avant-garde appropriated music hall 's stylings 
to radicalise the way art was understood, explored and expressed. Yet this relationship 
with the popular variety stage was not one of happy co-existence. Indeed, avant-garde 
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practitioners, while interested in the camivalesque tendencies of music hall, 
simultaneously sought to distance themselves from its commercial associations. 
A further notable development occurred in the second half of the 20th century, as 
performance art practices were no longer defined through the avant-garde' s uneasy 
associations with the music hall. Instead, the artist's body replaced the popular stage as 
the site for the expression of radical ideas. This produced a manifestation of the 
carnivalesque that was highly visceral, as the body was bled and its orifices exposed to 
challenge Western structures of representation. 
Finally, this chapter looks at the experimental performance art practices of New York's 
downtown art community in the 1980s. An original expression of variety theatre was 
demonstrated in this scene through the way in which artists broke down high and low 
cultural divides through punk rock and television. 
Chapter 2, 'Variety theatre and its practices in the Sydney art community in the 1970s', 
investigates the unique manner in which the variety theatre manifested in Australian art 
in the latter part of the 20th century. In particular it examines the performance practices 
of two artists' collectives - The Yell ow House in Kings Cross and Side FIX in 
Darlinghurst. Both groups produced variety theatre in the way they blurred the 
boundaries between art, rock music, theatre, film and the grotesque. First, however, the 
chapter will explore why it took 100 years for such an art/variety culture to emerge in 
the Antipodes. To understand this absence Australia' s early avant-garde is discussed, 
specifically at the issue of why - in contrast to its European counterpart - there was no 
artistic cabaret culture underpinning its creative practices. 
This chapter also looks at Sydney 's Bohemia ofthe early 1900s and considers why 
some of its artists, such as Norman Lindsay, were so averse to fusing art with popular 
forms of entertainment. Following this discussion the origins of The Yellow House and 
Side FIX collectives will be examined. In this regard The Push (a libertarian group that 
formed out of Sydney University ' s philosophy department) is an important precursor. 
The Push was an antiestablishment movement that challenged the social and cultural 
values of Australian society in the 1950s. The Push did not produce any form or version 
of variety theatre. However, its members did inspire artists of the 1960s and 1970s to 
push the boundaries of how art could be understood and expressed. This influence is 
evident in the birth of experimental art spaces such as The Yell ow House. 
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In addition to The Push, this chapter also discusses the strong connection between the 
early European avant-garde and The Yellow House' s variety theatre practices. This 
relationship will be explored in terms of the influence of the Dutch painter Vincent Van 
Gogh, whose retreat in the south of France was eponymously named Yell ow House. 
Finally the chapter looks at the variety theatre of Side FIX. Founded eight years after 
The Yell ow House, Side FIX emerged during a period when performance art practices 
in Australia had become dominated by post-object critical discourse. Interestingly, it 
will be demonstrated that through its variety theatre practices, Side FIX provided a 
potential counterpoint to these post-object modes of thinking. 
Chapter 3, 'Intersections between variety and the post-object in Sydney in 201 0' , 
considers how the opposition between post-object styles of performance art and popular 
forms of variety theatre such as vaudeville has been challenged and overcome by 
performance artists working in Sydney contemporaneously. Specifically, it examines 
' Seminal Fluids ' (2008) a collaborative work by Tom Isaacs and Sach Catts, the art of 
Renny Kodgers, and the performance of Brown Council. 
First, it will examine the opposition that exists between post-object art and variety 
theatre. In this regard the work of Australian art theorist Donald Brook and Sydney-
based artist Mike Parr will be considered. Brooke and Parr were instrumental in 
critically distancing post-object discourse from popular forms of entertainment and 
theatre. In recent times Brook and Parr' s position has been critiqued by performance 
artists such as Brown Council. This critique has taken place through performances that 
specifically bring the post-object and the variety theatre together by infusing the post-
object aesthetic with a kind of camivalesque, guttural laughter. Their work 'Big Show' 
(2008) will be discussed in terms of how it transforms the lame vaudeville-type gag into 
a kind of endurance performance, thereby blurring the distinction between post-object 
and variety. 
Later, a discussion of the author's Renny Kodgers raises the issue of the function of the 
artist's body in post-object art. Post-object artists have historically attempted to present 
their bodies as authentic performance devices (that is, devoid oftheatrics and pretence). 
Renny Kodgers - as a performance figure that blurs the line between the fictional and 
the real- demonstrates that an authentic body is not required to produce a post-object 
work of art. Finally, Tom Isaacs and Sach Catts' performance work 'Seminal Fluids' 
will be examined. ' Seminal Fluids' was an attempt to re-enact- under the influence of 
7 
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alcohol - the Australian post-object performance video ' Idea Demonstrations' (1972) 
by Mike Parr and Peter Kennedy. This drunken experiment produced an interesting 
intersection of post-object and variety practices as the alcohol destabilised the 
meticulous structure of the original performance. 
Within the diverse range of performance practices presented in this thesis, the idea of 
carnival will be shown to be a defining influence - sometimes peripheral, sometimes 
pervasive, sometimes sublimated or repressed. Importantly, what unites these various 
modes of performance is an ongoing attempt to place the destructive, regenerative, 
ambivalent laughter of carnival within changing historical settings. As carnival ruptures 
the modem cultural landscape through its transgressive grotesquery it does so 
indiscriminately, regardless of a performance culture' s ideological or commercial 
predisposition. Through this reading it becomes impossible to speak of music hall, post-
object art, avant-garde cabaret and contemporary performance art as entirely discrete 
categories. On the contrary, it becomes far more profitable to trace and establish the 
manner in which they connect to the camivalesque spirit. 
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Chapter 1 
Variety theatre and its permutations 
One of the key themes that this thesis will investigate is the manner in which 
contemporary Australian performance art uses and renews the historical form of the 
variety theatre. Yet in making this claim we are immediately hit with a problem: the 
diffuse and multiple incarnations that the variety theatre has had throughout history. 
Take, for example, cabaret, music hall, circus, burlesque, minstrelsy, vaudeville, the 
cafe-concert, the futurist serrate and even certain expressions of body art. This list of 
approaches to variety demonstrates the complexity and the diverse nature of the form, 
especially with regard to its adaptation into contemporary arts practice. The approaches 
listed might share certain formal qualities and a transgressive attitude towards the 
aesthetics of performance, but they are not automatically aligned with one another in 
terms of their ideologies and histories. 
Given this diversity, there are many histories of variety theatre that might be written. 
However, for this thesis, a specific definition of variety theatre in terms of its 
relationship to performance art practices needs to emerge. Indeed, it needs to emerge 
because of the tendency in performance art writing and practice to homogenise and reify 
- and ultimately avoid addressing - these different histories.9 
This chapter will map the diverse history of variety theatre in order to develop that 
definition. First, Bakhtin's notion of the historical carnival and its emphasis on laughter, 
the grotesque and the festive will be situated as an origin for the variety tradition. 
Second, the chapter will explore the reification of the carnival into modern variety 
practices such as music hall. This historical movement will be read through the lens of 
Malcomson' s historical discussion of the manner in which the carnival was made to 
conform to the social reforms that accompanied industrialised society and modernity. 
Third, it will examine the manner in which these reformed festive practices emerged 
and were transformed within the early European avant-garde, through the artistic 
cabaret and its manifestation into Futurism and Dada. Finally, the chapter will explore 
the manner in which this history of variety has framed and informed the contemporary 
9 I am referring here to RoseLee Goldberg's anthology of performance art practice see 
RoseLee Goldberg, Performance Art : From Futurism to the Present, Rev. and expanded 
ed., World of Art (London: Thames & Hudson, 200 1). 
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performance art practices exemplified in the work of 'Body Artists' such as Paul 
McCarthy and the 'New Wave Vaudev\1\e' performance stylings in the Downtown 
community in New York. 
Bakhtin's notion of the historical carnival 
In 1965 Mikhail Bakhtin, after some twenty years of struggle with the Russian academy 
and its constrictive censorship laws, published his thesis on folk humour and its 
function in medieval society, Rabelais and his World. 10 The text is an extensive study of 
the folk culture of medieval times leading up to the Renaissance and addresses, in 
depth, the politics and the language of the carnival. Focusing in particular on the 
imagery evoked by Rabelais' language in his novel The Adventures ofGargantua and 
Pantagruel, Bakhtin's study elucidates the complex relationship between centripetal 
and centrifugal forces so as to develop a theory of grotesque realism, laughter and its 
expression in the language and performance of the medieval festival. 
Bakhtin is certainly not the only thinker or practitioner to have been inspired by the 
concept of the historic carnival and its cultural production. In fact, his interest in the 
medieval festival can be viewed as part of an obsession with ' European Primitivism' by 
radical modern arts practitioners including the likes ofVsevolod Meyerhold, Edward 
Gordon Craig, Oskar Panizza and Filippo Marinetti. 11 Though Bakhtin's work comes 
significantly after the efforts of such influential performance practitioners, it is 
nevertheless an important anchor point in this thesis because it is arguably the most 
effective categorisation and elucidation of the politics and language of carnival imagery. 
Carnival, according to Bakhtin, is not simply a descriptive label for the festivities of the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance; rather it is a term that encapsulates the function of 
this period' s folk culture, and the richness of its associated languages and imagery. To 
clarifY this distinction he also synonymously uses the term 'grotesque realism', alluding 
10 
11 
Rabelais and His World was compiled in the 1930s and then firs t presented as a thesis in 
1940 to the Gorky Institute of World Literature in Moscow. Though accepted in 1947, it 
had to overcome several hurdles before being published in 1965. See M. M. Bakhtin, 
Rabelais and His World (Bloomington, Ind. : Indiana University Press, 1984), xix- xx. 
See Christopher Innes, Avant Garde Theatre: 1892- 1992 (New York: Routledge, 1993), 5 
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to the importance of the actual body's functions- its excreting, its burping and birthing 
- in shaping the medieval subject. 
In this manner carnival is defined by such characteristics as: a material and corporeal 
principle of life; profanatio~ disparagement and debasement, hence parody; 
ambivalence; confusion of death with rebirth; misalliances and the reunion of opposites; 
free and familiar contact between persons; and the attraction of the eccentric.12 Seen in 
this light carnival is not merely a form of entertainment but a symbol of renewal and a 
strategy of resistance to the officialdom of feudal society and to ecclesiastic rule. 
Central to the practice of carnival is laughter; it permeates all of its faculties and is 
intrinsic to understanding its principles. It is a humour that is all encompassing and 
inclusive. Bakhtin writes: 
Carnival laughter is the laughter of the people ... it is directed at all and everyone, 
including the carnival's participants. The entire world is seen in its droll aspect ... 
this laughter is ambivalent: it is gay, triumphant and at the same time mocking, 
deriding.13 
In carnival laughter everybody is implicitly involved. The body politic is so intractably 
interconnected that to make a joke at another's expense is to mock oneself in the 
process. When the fool is crowned king he is not parodying the king ' s individual 
character, he is mocking the institutions of feudal society in their entirety. In this 
manner the purpose of carnival laughter is not to deride one's opposite and to negate 
and reduce their individual worth, but to promote a sense of regeneration and renewal in 
the group. 
This humour of renewal is enacted through an active engagement with the profane and 
debased imagery of the grotesque and is unavoidably depraved. This is because the 
process of renewal is inextricably linked to those parts of the body that are open and 
able to be penetrated, facilitating the cyclic nature of life. Bakhtin writes: 
12 
13 
All these convexities and orifices have a common characteristic; it is within them 
that the confines between bodies and between the body and the world are 
overcome: there is an interchange and an interorientation. This is why the main 
Tzvetan Todorov, Mikhail Bakhtin : The Dialogical Principle trans. Wlad Godzich 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, I 984), 75. 
Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World 11 • 12. 
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events in the life of the grotesque body, the acts of the bodily drama, take place in 
this sphere.14 
The practices of the carnival always return to the lower sphere of the body and through 
this concepts become understood as fluid and in a process of constant flux; constantly 
evolving, constantly oscillating between birth and death, constantly in that zone of 
regeneration and renewal. As soon as an official concept is degraded, it too becomes a 
porous subject, capable of producing grotesque creative bulbs of its own out of its ever 
sprouting, throbbing orifices. This is why the language of the carnival is inherently 
ambivalent; by locating ideas in the lower sphere of the body where reproduction occurs 
it ensures that the imagery produced never ossifies. Importantly, carnival is not debased 
for the sake of being debased. It raises notions of the sexual and the scatological 
because these subjects function as actual links to the body's regenerative process. 
Rabelais' prose repetitively evokes this cycle, and so aptly serves as the centre point for 
Bakhtin's book. The French satirist writes: 
no malefactor would be put to death by law, without friggling like a pelican (as 
lustily as belly can), until his spermatic vessels were drained of the few drops 
required to trace a Greek Y, the letter sacred to Priapus. After all, here was a 
wealth too rich to waste. Your criminal, begetting a male, would die content, 
forfeiting his life, he would have left the world another. 15 
Here are the core elements of the humorous carnival spirit. Sexual imagery is blended 
with that of death in a fascinatingly ambivalent fashion. It affirms the constant notion of 
renewal by merging the individual's body into the popular culture as a whole. This 
progression, which Bakhtin terms the 'ancestral body' , links the carnival to an ontology 
of mankind's popular cultural expression. 
This approach to humour in the Middle Ages is brought into sharp focus when Bakhtin 
compares such mirth to the satire of modem times, which he distinguishes by claiming 
that it operates on a purely negative principle. This is demonstrated throughout modem 
humour by the satirist placing ' himself above the object of mockery ' .16 He states, 'The 
14 
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wholeness of the world's comic aspect is destroyed, and that which appears comic 
becomes a private reaction.' 17 
Bakhtin mourns the demise of the medieval festive spirit.18 He believes that modern 
derivatives of carnival too often degenerate into spectacle and are mere shadows of their 
popular ancestors. In particular he feels that the heterogeneity of the carnival spirit has 
been considerably reduced. Its ambivalence has been rendered fixed and mute. No 
longer is there a flux between the triumphant laughter of the group and the mocked 
individual, for the satirist is now no longer as fallible as their subject. 
While this thesis acknowledges Bakhtin's views on modem satire, there have 
nevertheless been instances of modern performance practice that recall the attitudes and 
strategies of ancient festive forms. Such connections can be found in the early European 
avant-garde movement and in modem popular forms of variety theatre such as 
minstrelsy and vaudeville. The links between these practices and carnival demonstrate 
the continuing presence of the ancestral, grotesque body in contemporary performance 
art practices. 
The Dadaists' experiments with a simultaneous poetry on the stage of the Cabaret 
Voltaire in Zurich in 1916 particularly evoke this trend. This form of verse, as the name 
suggests, was performed by three or more voices in contrapuntal fashion. Rather than 
seeking vocal harmony or synchronicity, the Dadaists gargled, screamed, whistled and 
sang in a cacophony of primal vocal expression. The rationale behind this verbal 
onslaught was, as the founder of the Voltaire, Hugo Ball, states, 'to do with the value of 
the voice', a human organ representative of the soul. 19 This form of creative expression, 
which Ball places clearly in the realm of the corporeal, has clear links with 'grotesque 
realism' . The guttural non-verbal utterances emphasise the relationship of the mouth 
and the vocal chords to the body. The oral cavity is thus not just a device for 
communication but a passageway toward the lower sections ofthe body. 
17 
18 
19 
Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World 12. 
In the context of Bakhtin's life, he is also commenting on an opportunity lost in his own 
lifetime. His mourning of Carnival can also be attributed to his feelings toward his own 
country's decline into a totalitarian dictatorship in the wake of the October Revolution of 
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The Futurists also called to mind concepts of the carnival in their confrontational serates 
performed throughout Europe and England in the early 1900s. The objective ofthe 
Italian poet and founder of the movement, Filippo Marinetti, was to produce a 
confrontation between performer and audience that would awaken the spectator from 
their culturally indoctrinated stupor. He recommended such tactics as selling the same 
seat deliberately to ten people, and sprinkling the seats with itching powder, as well as 
degrading revered institutions of art such as Shakespeare and Beethoven.20 These tactics 
aided in breaking down the fourth wall and creating what might be considered 'free and 
familiar contact between persons' .21 This 'contact' would importantly also extend 
outside the auditorium and into the city, ostensibly returning the creative spirit of the 
variety theatre to the very social fabric of the town from whence it came. 
Figure 2. Marcel Janco, 
Cabaret Voltaire, 1916. 
Figure 3. Caricature of Marinetti 
performing at a Futurist serate in 
F aenza, !tal y, I 92 I. 
Mainstream vaudeville also carried substantial camivalesque characteristics. On the 
Australian popular stage in the 1920s - its most ubiquitous and successful performer 
Roy Rene, a.k.a. 'Mo', - led the audience into the realm of the grotesque with clever 
double entendres and a sophisticated, ambivalent use of language that challenged the 
20 
21 
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, "Futurism and the Theatre," The Mask: a j ournal ofthe art of 
the theatre April, no. 6 (1914): 193 . 
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14 
mores of the time. Rene debased the Australian character bringing into play its 
contradictions. He mocked officialdom such as the monarchy yet was always self 
effacing. Perhaps most importantly his humour united the people - whom he termed 
'the mob' - in a form of collective laughter.22 
Figure 4. Roy Rene, 'Mo' the 
Clown, c.l916. 
While it is important to note the threads that tie the carnival to modem variety practices 
it would be over-reaching to describe them as synonymous. The social and political 
systems of the Middle Ages were considerably different from those of modem times. 
Carnival was not an activity that took place in the evenings or during a matinee within 
the confines of the working week; it was framed by structures of time that were cyclic 
and revolved around the seasons. Bakhtin sums up the distinction quite eloquently: 
Carnival does not know footlights, in the sense that it does not acknowledge any 
distinction between actors and spectators ... Carnival is not a spectacle seen by the 
people; they live in it, and everyone participates because its very idea embraces all 
the people. While carnival lasts there is no other life outside it.23 
Bakhtin's text is not a historical analysis of the carnival and laughter; rather it is a 
probing into its mechanisms and its essence. He believes that an understanding of the 
practices of carnival has been lost. Its languages and imagery might be constantly 
returned to in contemporary cultural practices, but the ability to interpret these actions 
22 For an extensive look at Rene's work see Fred Parsons, A Man Called Mo (Melbourne: 
23 
Heinemann, 1973). 
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has been considerably limited. He contributes this decline to the rise of the politics of 
the individual in the 1600s and its ossifying categorisations. He writes: 
The new bodily canon, in all its historic variations and different genres, presents an 
entirely finished, completed, strictly limited body, which is shown from the outside 
as something individual. That which protrudes, bulges, sprouts, or branches off is 
eliminated ... The basis of the image is the individual, strictly limited mass, the 
impenetrable fa~ade.24 
This 'new bodily canon' would flourish for the next 300 years, establishing what the 
French philosopher Michel Foucault termed the 'docile body'.25 It entrenched systems 
and disciplines of categorisation that placed a lid on the heterogeneity of carnival 
practices and grotesqueries. Yet in spite of such rationalisations the carnival body 
adamantly remained under the surface. Far from being eliminated, it would continue to 
seep through the gaps in this ever-evolving disciplined society. 
The movement of carnival into music hall 
The movement ofthe languages and imagery of the carnival from the medieval festival 
to the popular stages of music hall and vaudeville followed the trajectory of particular 
social and political reforms taking place in Western society as it moved towards 
modernisation. The historian Robert W. Malcolmson provides a well-sourced study of 
this progression in his book, Popular Recreations in English Society 1700- 1850. 
Though Malcolmson's text focuses in particular on these developments in English 
society (it should, after all, be noted that each Western nation developed its own 
particular variety forms), it nevertheless is an important study and helps us understand 
the transformation of the carnival into modem variety. 
Popular Recreations proposes that two important and interlinked factors were 
instrumental in contributing to the decline of the carnival. The first is the dramatic rise 
in government legislation and policy making from the late 1700s onwards. This sought 
to restrict and regulate the number and length of festivities in a calendar year. The 
second factor is the modernisation of England's economy: as England moved from 
24 
15 
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See Michel Foucault, The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow, 1st ed. (New York: 
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I being an agrarian society to being a more urbanised culture, carnival practices graduaUy 
declined as the collective spirit of the town was replaced by the politics of the city-
dwelling individual.26 
Significant social reforms that undermined the practices of carnival began to be 
implemented in England in the latter part of the 18th century. This policy making was 
fuelled by a desire to harness the emerging power of industry, which was seen at the 
time as more than just a revolution in the manufacture of goods and services. It was 
understood as the path England must take to position itself as a modem world power. 
Such sentiments are expressed by an unknown acolyte of industrialisation in 1765: 
What a variety of blessings follow in thy train, 0 Industry! By thee our poor would 
be made happy, our riches would increase, more employments would be created for 
our shipping, our naval power would be extended, and our riches and power would 
either secure to us the quiet possession of our properties, or enable us to repel the 
united effort of our encroaching enemies.27 
Technological innovations such as the steam engine and the mechanisation of the textile 
industry had only just come into being, yet they promised a reorganisation of society 
that could cure it of all its ills, if only their use could be implemented correctly. One of 
the core concerns of policy makers in the area of implementing 'industry' was how to 
control and discipline the new work practices that it had spawned. It was this area that 
conflicted with many of the ideals of carnival and pre-industrial amusements. 
Malcolmson writes: 
Underlying much of the growing hostility towards popular recreation was the 
concern for effective labour discipline. To men [legislators, magistrates, employers 
and zealous clergymen] who especially valued industriousness, frugality, and 
prudence, many ofthe traditional diversions were apt to appear scandalously self-
indulgent and dissipated- wasteful of time, energy and money.28 
These values, which decried the wastefulness of the carnival spirit, were not entirely 
original. They had, in fact, been in existence well before the advent of the Industrial 
Revolution in the puritan movement. This movement, which flourished at the beginning 
of the 17th century, attempted - unsuccessfully - to eliminate festive recreational 
26 
27 
28 
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activities. Puritans believed such frivolities were not only wasteful, but also against 
Christian doctrine. Since man was made in God's image, during periods of carnival, 
when he behaved like a depraved animal, he degraded that image. 
Though Puritanism, as a religious movement, died out in the late 1600s, many of its 
conservative values survived in the social morality of secular 18th century English 
society. They can be seen in 'the campaign for the reformation of manners' and, perhaps 
most importantly, in 'many of the influential writings on economic and social 
matters' ?9 The values of Puritanism might have seemed too extreme to implement in 
the 17th century, when English society still saw camivalesque behaviour as inseparable 
from its agrarian cyclic and seasonal existence. However, such an austere approach to 
living was far more applicable to a society that had been industrialised and disjoined 
from its agricultural roots. In this respect Puritanism was almost ahead of its time; it 
was a harbinger of things to come. 
Social reformers and commentators in the late 18th century such as Josiah Tucker, 
Joseph Townsend and Henry Zouch were among those who passionately adopted 
reworked puritan attitudes to fuel their drive for change. They criticised the laziness 
embedded in the working attitudes of the ' common people', placing responsibility for it 
on the habits associated with and learned in festivals and popular recreations. Zouch 
states in no uncertain terms that such 'vulgar amusements' create a 'general stagnation 
of labour for many days' which only adds to the workers' 'own great loss and that of 
their employers' .30 
Zouch's sympathy with the 'workers' might seem somewhat disingenuous, but it 
reflects the sentiment of the time towards England's emerging industrialised economy. 
Priority was to be given to advancing the production and processes of industry. The folk 
traditions associated with the wakes and fairs that made up much of the character of the 
British subject were not only discounted in this vision, but were seen as impediments to 
achieving it. From the mid 1700s onwards, standing orders from Quarter Sessions - the 
local court sessions held four times a year by travelling magistrates - aimed at the 
cessation of these amusements. 31 
29 
30 
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However, it was not simply reconstituted puritan policies that were responsible for the 
death knell of medieval amusement practices. A far more influential factor was ' the 
diminishing role of the countryside in the overall life of the nation' .32 As England's 
economy rapidly moved towards an industrialised base, the nation was radically 
reimagining itself as a community. ' Rural insularity', which was essential for the 
preservation of carnival traditions, was breaking down as migratory labour practices and 
faster communications wore away at the communal fabric of the county town. The 
English author Thomas Hardy observes: 
The recent supplanting of the class of stationary cottagers, who carried on the local 
traditions and humours . .. has led to a break of continuity in local history, more 
fatal than any other thing to the preservation of legend, folk-lore, close inter-social 
interactions, and eccentric individualities.33 
The result of this significant change, in terms of recreational practices, was the creation 
of a cultural vacuum: a void waiting to be filled. Malcolmson discusses this void: 
[It] would be only gradually reoccupied, and then of necessity by novel or radically 
revamped forms of diversion. Traditional recreation was rooted in a social system 
which was predominantly agrarian, strongly parochial in its orientations, marked 
by a deep sense of corporate identity; it could not be comfortably absorbed into a 
society which was urban-centred, governed by contractual relations, biased towards 
individualism, increasingly moulding its culture in a manner appropriate to the 
requirements of industrial production.34 
The language of the carnival would then be made to move indoors; twisted 
uncomfortably to fit the new home of recreation for the common Englishman, the public 
house. This new location was a world away from the loosely structured form of the 
medieval carnival - after all, its doors could be closed to regulate hours and keep 
unwanted guests out. Yet it nonetheless served as a conduit for the absorption of 
carnival ' s imagery. Member of the British parliament Robert Slaney, remarked in 1833, 
' the poor workman in the large manufacturing town was actually forced into the public 
house, there being no other place for him to amuse himself in'. 35 The same could 
arguably be said of the performance amusements of the carnival. As they were 
33 
34 
35 
Ibid., I 51. 
Ibid. Hardy's observation, curiously, reads much like Bakhtin 's definition of carnival 
articulated earl ier in this chapter. 
Ibid., I 70-7 1. 
Ibid., 17 1. 
19 
revamped and refurbished to fit this urban, indoor environment, the seeds of music hall 
would be born. 
Carnival and the mass media spectacle of music hall 
At their apotheosis, music hall and vaudeville would become a spectacular global 
commercial industry. Stretching from New York to London and from Capetown to 
Sydney, this was a multi-million dollar business controlled in the majority by 
entertainment barons who oversaw performance content and dictated the production of 
culture to suit their desire for profit and growth. 36 Such a description of variety 
performance may seem antithetical to Bakhtin's notion of the carnivalesque- the 
carnival's transgressive qualities vanishing under the weight of commercial interests. 
However, despite this homogenisation of variety practices, there existed, even at the 
height of music hall's commercial glory, the spirit of the ancestral grotesque body. 
At first glance, the modern variety theatrical form of music hall, forged out of the 
swelling metropolis, is no longer a performative space where participants engage in a 
regeneration and renewal of their social values through humour. Instead, it seems to 
have become a formulaic montage of performance excerpts with acts ranging from 
trapeze artists to folk singers taking to the stage in strictly timed segments. Where once 
carnival's imagery was integrated into the commerce of the community, it is now 
isolated and marked as simply diversionary .37 Its languages no longer challenge official 
culture but in fact augment and support it, acting as a cathartic counterbalance to the 
monotonous and repetitive grind of the factory environment. The 19th century German 
philosopher George Simmel describes the character of this emerging industrial, social 
system: 
36 
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uniformity of the division of labour by seeking, in the realm of consumption and 
amusement, a growing concatenation of heterogeneous impressions, an 
increasingly hasty and motley fluctuation ofstimulations.38 
In describing modem man's amusements Simmel uses a term that is a core 
characteristic ofBakhtin's concept of the camivalesque: heterogeneous. However, the 
existence typified here is, ironically, in direct contrast with the festivities of medieval 
culture. For carnival's heterogeneity, produced through a dissolution of hierarchies, is a 
process that ultimately unites and assimilates the individual into the larger social body. 
Modern heterogeneity, as described by Simmel, is one of fragmentation, and ultimately, 
in the Marxist sense, alienates the individual from the various modes of cultural 
production.39 The factory worker becomes but a cog in the machine. He is separated 
from the product ofhis own manufacture and thus from the experience of life in its 
totality; this is the very social totality that carnival opens up. This disempowerment of 
the individual is antithetical to the spirit of carnival in that it serves to reify class 
structures rather than break them down. According to the music hall historian Peter 
Bailey, ' it not only manufactures entertainment but a particular ideology which further 
assimilates its public to capitalism'. 40 He goes on to state that while these practices are 
' far from soporific' they are nonetheless 'politically disabling' and 'socially 
conservative', and create a 'culture for the people not of the people'. 41 
The decline of carnival from a 'politically enabling' structure to a spectacular theatre of 
subjugation is effectively articulated in an essay titled, ' Building the Halls', by historian 
John Earl. Through a study of its evolving architecture Earl insightfully traces the path 
of music hall's development from the 'free and easy' event at the pot house to the 
reified theatrical spectacle at the palatial theatre.42 Importantly, he notes that the initial 
urbanised styles of variety were far from this notion of capitalist spectacle. On the 
contrary, they were intimate, communal spaces of recreation defined by group singing, 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
Simmel is sourced here from Peter Jelavich, Berlin Cabaret, Studies in Cultural History 
(Cambridge, Mass; London: Harvard Univers ity Press, 1993), 17. 
Karl Marx, Early Writings trans. Rodney Livingstone and Gregor Benton 
(Harmondsworth : London: Penguin; New Left Review, 1975), 325-34. 
Peter Bailey, Music Hall: The Business of Pleasure, Popular Music in Britain (Milton 
Keynes: Open University Press, 1986), xv. 
Ibid. 
'Free and easy' is a term that is used to describe the traditional localised amateur 
entertainment of the pub. Ibid., ix. 
21 
sexual promiscuity and a politics of intoxication. 43 Using the fictional case study of a 
publican named Wilkins, he dramatises the changes to the performance space of the pub 
in eight distinct phases. Step by step the tavern' s walls are ' knocked down' to make 
way for a larger, regulated audience area, more professionalised entertainment and 
increased profits. He writes of the final phase ofthis development: 
the building types appropriate to the rival entertainments, theatre and music hall, 
have converged. This is in fact a theatre in all but name and programme. The stage 
is equipped like a theatre stage for any kind of performance. The audience for the 
twice-nightly entertainment is as static as a theatre audience. Standing is permitted 
but promenading in the old sense is not encouraged. The bars are separated from 
the auditorium and there is neither viewing from the one nor drinking in the other. 
The practice of lowering the house lights is becoming universal. And this is, 
perhaps, the most telling evidence of what has happened to the music halls. They 
have turned their backs on their own most durable tradition. They are no longer 
brilliantly lighted rooms where friends meet to drink and listen to a song. They are 
theatres where audiences assemble to be entertained.44 
By focusing solely on its architecture Earl provides an effective trail of evidence 
documenting the slow but irreversible reduction of carnivalesque tropes in the music 
hall. As commercial forces push towards an expansion and standardisation of the music 
hall industry, what he believes to be the true spirit and expression of the English people 
is squeezed out. Gone is the sense of community and the free expression of ideas 
through song and humour. It is replaced by what Foucault might call a structure of ' bio-
power' whereby the mass audience is encouraged to self-discipline, regulate and censor 
their own unruly behaviour.45 Earl sees these shifts manifested through the separation of 
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drinking and entertaining and in the lowering of the lighting but perhaps notions ofbio-
power are most clearly demonstrated in the structure and design of the seating. In 
contrast to the open arrangement in the free and easy, the later music hall is regulated in 
distinct rows, which limit any interaction between participants and encourage everyone 
to behave in the same way. What was once a convivial, entertaining meeting area has 
been transformed: the theatres that now house the spectacle of music hall ironically 
reproduce the very ideologies which their carnival roots ostensibly disrupted. 
Figure 5. A small dockland music and dancing hall in Shadwell 
High Street, 1876. 
Figure 6 . Oxford Music Hall , c.1861. 
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Figure 7. Oxford Music Hall 
reconstructed after the fire of 1872. 
In this context the music hall, in its final incarnation, might seem to have murdered its 
carnival roots. However, Earl's argument does not paint a complete picture of late 
music hall culture as a whole. For example, it does not take into account the extensive 
network of'free halls' and 'pub concert rooms' that co-existed alongside the 
'syndicatedjuggemauts'.46 Free halls were typically smaller variety entertainment 
franchises that still charged admission through a refreshment ticket that was 
exchangeable for a drink.47 These halls, which operated outside the major companies, 
provided an entertainment that was more risque, more immoral and less standardised.48 
So the spirit of carnival flourished, but on the periphery of syndicated music hall 
culture. While larger theatres, with their restrictive seating and socialising policies, were 
being erected to cater to the growing demand for standardised entertainment, on the 
fringes smaller establishments never stopped practising what could be termed the first 
urbanised forms of variety. The bars and taverns that had not been drastically renovated, 
and which freely integrated performance with drinking, remained sites of rich cultural 
exchange where the space between performer and audience was far from muted. On the 
contrary, it was dynamic and freely integrative as divisions of class and professionalism 
were overcome temporarily, opening up the floor of the tavern so that all its participants 
collectively contributed to its spirit of creativity. Such a spirit was perhaps most 
exemplified in the sing-song (singalong), which could be known to rouse the entire pub 
into a chorus that both celebrated and satirised modern life. 49 
Importantly, these two forms (free hall and syndicated) were not separate from one 
another. Rather, they were inextricably linked by the performers themselves, many of 
whom would learn their craft in the smaller free halls before rising to star on the stages 
of the more spectacular theatres. A prime example of this was the English comedic 
singer Marie Lloyd. Lloyd would become the most famous female songstress ofthe 
music hall era, appearing in sold-out houses on both sides of the At1antic. Yet she 
started out playing at the smaller free halls that littered London's cityscape. Her 
approach to performing on the mainstream music hall stage reflected this experience. 
For example, she mocked the strict censorship policies of the syndicates with double 
46 
47 
48 
49 
Bailey, Music Hall : The Business of Pleasure, xv. 
The history of the free halls can be studied in the Magnet, published weekly in Leeds 
from 1866 until 1926. 
Bailey, Music Hall: The Business of Pleasure, xi. 
For further reading on the spirit behind the singalong, or what is also termed convivial 
singing, see Anthony Bennett, "Music in the Halls," in Music Hall: Performance and 
Style, ed . J. S. Bratton (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1986). 
24 
entendres such as, 'She'd never had her ticket punched before' , which through its 
connotations of female sexual promiscuity, challenged the social mores of the time. 
Lloyd also, despite the evolving theatrical pretences of the music halls, engaged her 
audiences directly, using techniques such as the sing-song to create a sense of 
comradeship and intimacy. 
As the halls became more conservative in their fare it was arguably the comedic 
performer, such as Lloyd, who most epitomised the carnival tradition. 5° This was 
exemplified in the double entendre but it was more specifically demonstrated in the 
work of comics who were talented in the art of improvisation. It was customary for 
many of the songs and scripts to be reviewed by the Lord Chamberlain's office. While 
censors were wel1 aware of comics who challenged the moral code it was somewhat 
difficult for them to police their performances when the scripts were far from indicative 
of the lewd improvisations that would in fact occur. 51 In this manner it could be said 
that through such agents as the comic singer the spirit of carnival seeped through the 
veneer of music hall's commercial, rationalist, bourgeois values, subtly testing and 
ridiculing pretences at normalising and sanitising the ancestral grotesque body. 
The adapting of variety theatre by the European avant-garde 
The forms of variety theatre that emerged out of the European avant-garde were quite 
distinct from the music hall and other forms of commercial variety. For camivalesque 
tropes did not ' seep' through the work of practitioners; rather they exploded in a direct 
assault on the institutions and ideologies that framed and informed modem society in 
the late 19th century. Artists during this period were keen to challenge the legitimacy of 
cultural institutions such as the 'academy', the salon and the state theatre with their 
restrictive notions of 'disciplined' art practice. Taking a combative approach, they 
turned to modes of social and cultural expression that pre-dated the classical ideologies 
that dominated European culture at the time: they resuscitated the languages and 
imagery of the carnival to inject new life into art and its production. 
so 
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Though the avant-garde's approach to adapting variety differed considerably from that 
of the music hall - in particularly in terms of its underlying ideologies -it would be a 
mistake to claim that its practices were wholly separate from those of its more 
commercially driven cousin. On the contrary, they were inextricably linked, for avant-
garde practitioners both found inspiration in the culture of the music hall and 
contributed and engaged with its theatrical practices. This unlikely, and often fraught, 
union between art and entertainment was typified in the culture of the artistic cabaret: a 
forum for the creative expression of the avant-garde that emerged in Paris in the late 
1800s and reached its peak in 1916 with the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich. 52 
The avant-garde's attack on classical traditions of art and literature was perhaps most 
aggressively expressed through the Futurist movement, founded by the Italian poet 
Filippo Marinetti in 1909. Marinetti' s goal was simple and direct. He wanted to 
demolish the cultural landscape that was dominated by antiquated classical institutions 
such as the ' museum' and the 'academy', and repopulate it with a new art that reflected 
the dynamic atmosphere of the metropolis and its evolving technologies. 
In the movement's first manifesto he writes: 
[W]e establish Futurism, because we want to free this land from its smelly gangrene 
of professors, archaeologists, ciceroni and antiquarians. For too long has Italy been 
a dealer in second-hand clothes. We mean to free her from the numberless 
museums that cover her like so many graveyards. 53 
The language Marinetti uses in this essay about these institutions draws directly on the 
grotesque language and imagery of the carnivalesque. For example, he describes the 
decline of official culture using images of decay, comparing museums to ' cemeteries' 
and 'abattoirs' and exclaiming at the 'joy of seeing the glorious canvases bobbing adrift 
on those waters, discoloured and shredded! ' 54 Such associations transform officialdom 
into a porous subject and symbolically aligns it with the lower spheres of cultural 
expression.55 The prose throughout is wonderfully farcical and profoundly 
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carnivalesque. He states, 'Admiring an old picture is the same as pouring our sensibility 
into a funerary urn instead of hurtling it far off, in violent spasms of action and 
creation. ' 56 He continues in this manner, treating the themes of life, death and renewal 
with extreme and exaggerated violence and oscillating wildly between the tragic and the 
humorous. At the end of the manifesto he passionately suggests that his own cultural 
contribution, like the academy, is ripe to be tom down by successive generations of 
artists. This gesture, in a perverse sense, alludes to the concept of the 'grotesque 
ancestral body', for the individual is sacrificed in the service of the greater concept-
artistic expression. 
As the Futurist movement developed, the ideals of carnival that seemed implicit in its 
first mission statement were transformed into actual performance. In this revolution of 
theatrical display Marinetti and the Futurists drew heavily on the variety tradition of the 
comedia dell'arte, a pre-modem form of archetypal character-based satire and parody.57 
The artist and performance theorist Bruce Barber notes of this influence on the Futurist 
synthetic theatre or sintesi: 
[I]t is remarkable how similar ... these are in plot, style, and length, to those of the 
commedia dell'arte. Though instead of the various stock family types of Harlequin, 
Pantaloon, Columbine, Captain and the Doctor, we meet in the Futurist theatre the 
equally representative types, husband, wife, lovers, clerk, doctor, deputy, student, 
tenant, youth.58 
In addition to adding ancient forms of variety to their performance lexicon, the Futurists 
also turned to its contemporary and commercial incarnation: the music hall. Such an 
association was a logical development for Marinetti, since the music hall symbolised -
in its overwhelming ascendancy over traditional dramatic theatre practices- his 
inherent belief that classical cultural forms were a thing of the past. However, it was not 
automatically embraced by the avant-garde. Rather, it was regarded with a healthy 
degree of scepticism, for despite its efficient dispatching of the traditional theatre form, 
it was still in many respects seen to be perpetuating homogenising bourgeois values 
through its commercial associations. As Marinetti wrote: 
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Futurism wishes to perfect the Theatre of Variety ... to prevent any kind of 
tradition establishing itself in the Theatre of Variety. For that reason to oppose and 
abolish the Parisian 'Revues' ... their 'Compere ' and 'Commere' which exercise 
the function of the ancient chorus, and their procession of political personages and 
events, distinguished with witty sayings, by a most fastidious logic and 
concatenation. The Theatre of Variety ought not to be, in fact, that which 
unfortunately it is today. 59 
Figure 8. Umberto Boccioni, Futurist Evening, 1910. 
Though Marinetti condemned modern forms of variety such as music hall he was still 
interested in riding the wave of its cultural dominance and adapting elements of its 
structure for his own use.60 He mirrored many of its features in one ofthe prime forums 
for the dissemination of futurist ideas: the serate. Held in theatres across Europe and in 
England the serates read like a music hall performance with their stitching together of 
non-sequitur events and in the way that they actively engaged the audience in the 
performance spectacle. Where they differed significantly was in the manner in which 
they deliberately provoked violence to stir the audience into action. A performance was 
considered successful if, for example, the performers succeeded in getting fruit and 
other objects thrown at them; doubly so if the police were called in and the events in the 
theatre spread out into the social realm of the street. 
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This theme ofhamessing the power of the music hall for the purposes of radical art 
practice ran deeply through the European avant-garde movement. Popular modem 
variety forms, in the wake of theatre' s demise, were seen as the answer to the 
performative expression of ideas. Munich·based writer and co-founder of the cabaret 
The Elf Scharfrichter, Otto Julius Bierbaum, would write: 
Just as the theatre, once an annex of the church, got loose and found a fonn suitable 
to its era, so the art of today must emancipate itself from the theatre and choose the 
fonn detennined by the taste of our times: the fonn of the music hall.61 
It is ironic, however, that while artists may have believed that within music hall lay the 
answer to future art practice they also considered it an inadequate art form in its current 
commercial and mass spectacle state. Bierbaum goes on to say that in this regard music 
hall, like dramatic theatre, is also, 'ripe for decline' , because 'it does not know how to 
express all the neurotic desires and emotions of our times artistically' 62 Behind this 
belief lay an enormous prejudice against music hall entertainers. They were derided as 
' frivolous' and lacking in any seriousness. Though these entertainers were integral to 
popular variety' s expression, avant-garde practitioners believed they were incapable of 
being part of the revolution in art' s theatrical display. 
But the divisions between the role of the artist and that of the music hall performer were 
not always so clear. Never were they less clear than in the forum of artistic cabaret. The 
first cabaret, Le Chat Noir, was started in 1881 by the poet and impresario Rudolph 
Salis in a small cafe in Montmartre, a suburb then on the outer limits of Paris. As a 
location for the gathering of the avant-garde it drew much of its inspiration from the 
Bohemian Cafe, which had been a popular haunt for Parisian artists and intellectuals 
since the 1840s. What made it significantly different was that Le Chat Noir also 
incorporated elements of the cafe concert, an intimate form of popular variety theatre, 
into its structure. This was, importantly, not a strategic decision by Salis - on the 
contrary, he initially conceived his establishment as no more than an artists' cafe that 
would profit from the rising stature of Montmartre as a cultural hub. However, a chance 
encounter with the poet Emile Goudeau, the founder of the recently defunct poetry club, 
The Hydropaths, opened up the possibilities for a mutually beneficial collaboration. 
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Goudeau needed a new venue and Salis needed the patronage. It was this agreement that 
brought the diverse possibilities of variety performance into this venue, creating a 
confluence of the radical project of the avant-garde and music hall entertainment.63 
Inspired by this uniquely Parisian innovation, artists would establish cabarets 
throughout Europe, from Barcelona to Moscow. Part of their appeal, particularly in the 
German cities of Berlin and Munich, was that they provided a theatrical forum that to a 
large degree evaded stringent censorship laws.64 But perhaps even more alluring to an 
avant-garde searching for a voice was that they provided a viable alternative for the 
presentation of art and ideas outside the salons and academies that dominated the 
cultural landscape at the time. The cultural theorist Bernard Gendron explains that the 
cabarets rose to prominence: 
... as a symptom of major economic dislocations in the art world, caused by the 
breakdown of the patronage system and the hostility of the traditional aristocratic 
salons to modernist aesthetic practice. In response to these developments 'modem' 
artists and writers ... were forced to find new sites for convivial meetings, serious 
aesthetic interchanges, as well as for preening and display.65 
This unlikely union of art and entertainment that fluctuated between serious aesthetic 
debate and frivolous display inevitably blurred the divisions between artist and 
entertainer. While avant-garde practitioners such as the Munich-based dramatist Frank 
Wedekind might have sought a clear dividing line that differentiated his higher-minded 
' carnivalesque' writings from the superficial stylings ofthe ' ballad singer', quite often 
none could be found.66 This was particularly evident in regard to the attitudes of the 
audience who attended the radical Munich cabaret The Elf Scharfrichter, where 
Wedekind was a regular contributor. These spectators didn't necessarily frequent the 
cabaret to be enlightened as to the radical project of the avant-garde to discredit 
classical institutions - they simply wanted to see and be shocked by taboo subjects such 
as adultery, sexual promiscuity and heresy. It hardly mattered that these themes were 
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demonstrated in a sophisticated way through the well-conceived verse of an 'artist' or 
crassly acted out by a jaded diseuse (a female monologist). 
The early European cabarets, in this sense, were inherently ambivalent spaces where the 
seemingly opposing creative forces of commercial entertainment and the radical project 
of the avant-garde were amalgamated, albeit in a fraught manner.67 In fact, it is 
essentially this friction between artist and entertainer that characterises the variety 
practices of the early avant-garde in these communal performative social spaces. Arts 
practitioners, while keen to distance themselves from acts of popular variety, 
simultaneously attempted to conditionally engage with it. These tendencies would frame 
the performance practices of one the most influential sites of the early European avant-
garde, the Cabaret Voltaire. 
The Voltaire was founded by an itinerant group of artists who had fled to Zurich to 
escape World War I. They consisted ofthree Germans (poet Hugo Ball, his partner, 
cabaret chanteuse Emmy Hennings, and medical student and poet Richard 
Huelsenbeck), two Romanians (poet Tristan Tzara and painter Marcel Janco) and the 
French-German painter Jean Arp and his partner, Swiss-born sculptor Sophie Tauber. 
The cabaret opened in Zurich on 5 February 1916 at a cafe called the Hollandische 
Meierei owned by a retired Dutch sailor, Jan Ephraim. This was not the Meierei ' s first 
incarnation as a cabaret. For a few months in 1914 it had been a venue known as the 
Cafe Pantagruel.68 Yet while this precursor might have invoked the spirit of the 
carnivalesque by paying homage to the eponymous hero ofRabelais' novel, it did 
nothing to prepare the citizens of Zurich for the Dadaists unfettered, creative assault. 
The performances at the Voltaire were wildly bacchanalian. The incoherent verse, 
macabre songs and nonsensical sketches challenged the sensibilities of not just the local 
conservative bourgeois population but also the motley crew of political exiles and 
refugees who had fled to the Swiss capital.69 Despite such culture clashes, the Dadaists 
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did not present their ideas through a didactic display of provoked violence and 
aggression- as epitomised by the Futurist serate. Rather, they were delivered in the 
spirit of congenial bar-infused participation, and in a communal zone that through a 
Rabelaisian-like intoxication and revelry encouraged a breaking down of social 
boundaries, especially between audience and performer. 
Figure 9. Hugo Ball performing 
at the Cabaret Voltaire, 1916. 
Figure 10. Emmy Hennings, 19 17. 
However, while certain social boundaries were overcome, cultural hierarchies 
embedded within the group were persistently asserted. This was revealed in the dynamic 
between the core Dadaist circle (Ball, Huelsenbeck, Tzara, Janco and Arp) which 
represented the radical project of the avant-garde and Emmy Hennings, who embodied 
the performance stylings derived from the popular variety theatre. For while Hennings 
was an active collaborator in many of the Dadaists' sketches and was also instrumental 
in the Voltaire's founding, her role as a member of the Dada circle was never properly 
acknowledged.70 This was consistent with the avant-garde seeking to distance itself 
from popular variety entertainment. Such sentiments are clearly articulated by Richard 
Huelsenbeck when he stated of the Cabaret Voltaire in his memoirs, ' it was here that 
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my Phantastische Gebete were written. They are typically dada, but I could have written 
them even without the cabaret' .7 1 
Yet Huelsenbeck's poetry would have been unquestionably different had it not been 
developed in the cabaret in which Hennings performed. Modem variety styles and 
nuances inform not just its theatricality and presentation, but also its verse. 72 This claim 
is supported by the cultural theorist Bernhard Gendron, who asserts that on the stage of 
the Cabaret Voltaire there was 'an inherent intertextual connection between nightclub 
song and simultaneous poetry' .73 Such intertextualities are also revealed in the 
vaudeville-like costumes worn by Tzara and Ball when they declaimed their guttural, 
simultaneous poems. To separate these grotesque utterances from their outlandish 
sartorial displays arguably overlooks the complex variety traditions and strategies 
implicit in this kind of performance. 
Beyond the cabaret stage: the rise of 'body art' 
In the postwar period the avant-garde' s performance practices shifted away from their 
somewhat fraught relationship with the music hall and cabaret. Instead, alternative 
approaches to performance would emerge out of movements such as minimalism, 
conceptual art and the expanded discourse of painting. Part of this development saw an 
approach to performance that focused on the artist's body as the site where ideas and 
arguments were displayed. Aptly termed 'body art' thanks to the focus on the artists 
corporality, these practices reached something of an apotheosis in the 1970s through the 
performance work of artists such as Carolee Schneeman and Vito Acconci, and they 
continue to inform and effect performance art practices up to the present. 
Such approaches to art making significantly departed from previous experiments with 
performance in the early European avant-garde, which were fundamentally connected 
with the theatre of the popular stage. By existing and functioning without a ' stage', 
these forms of performance art had the potential to engage with Bakhtin' s idea of the 
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camivalesque. Their focus on the actual body as a means of articulating social issues 
and challenging hierarchies surrounding gender, race and subjectivity signalled a 
uniquely visceral interpretation of the grotesque ancestral body in contemporary times. 
The critical writing surrounding this work is demonstrative of this. In her seminal text 
on the rise of ' body art' practice in the 1960s and 1970s, Body Art and Performance: 
The Body as Language, the Italian performance theorist Lea Vergine consistently 
employs language that evokes Bak:htin's concept of the carnivalesque in order to 
describe the sensibilities behind 'body art'. For example, she writes, 'It's a question of 
facing up to death through life, rummaging around in the under and seamy sides of life, 
bringing to light the secret and the hidden.' 74 Vergine's writing is arguably testament to 
what happens when the traditional artifices and modes of theatrical representation -
such as the proscenium arch - are removed. Without the theatrical stage and its notions 
toward pretence and illusion the actual body of the performer becomes the focus of 
meaning, and as such all of the body's imperfections and nuances are brought into 
focus. The ambivalence implicit in this sort of theatre is expressed by Vergine when she 
states, 'The distinction between sublime and vulgar no longer makes sense. We are 
hidden beneath our opposite.' 
V ergine does not specifically refer to Bakhtin in her writing, but the themes of festival 
that she expresses are connected to the interpretations of the culture of carnival of the 
early European avant-garde. An important figure in this regard is the French dramatist 
Antonin Artaud. Artaud would state in 1938, 'we abolish the stage and the auditorium 
and replace them by a single site, without partition or barrier of any kind, which will 
become the theatre of the action'. 75 In an allusion to the intrapersonal relations of the 
culture of the festival he goes on to say that 'between the spectator and spectacle . .. a 
direct communication will be re-established ... from the fact that the spectator, placed in 
the middle of the action, is engulfed and physically affected by it'. 76 Artaud 's writings, 
with his allusions to the site of the action being transferred from the stage to the body, 
seem to almost predict the epistemic shift in performances practices that would occur in 
the 1960s. It must be stressed, however, that the impulse behind such musings is not 
without a source; it is inextricably connected to the early European avant-garde as a 
74 
75 
76 
Lea Yergine, Body Art and Performance: The Body as Language (M ilan: Skira Editore, 
2000), 8-9. 
Antonin Artaud, The Theater and Its Double, trans. Mary Caroline Richards, Evergreen 
Book (New York: Grove Press, 1958), 96. 
Ibid. 
34 
' 
whole, with its insatiable fascination with 'European primitivism' and its cultural 
practices. That said, Artaud is indubitably one of the main conduits through which the 
languages and imagery of the carnival flowed into body art and the critical writing that 
surrounded it. He is referred to in Vergine' s writing and was also a primary influence on 
arts practitioners such as the Austrian based Viennese Aktionists, who played an 
important role in the manner in which notions of ' body art' were conceptualised.77 
However, while Artaud's writing prefigured much body art practice, it does not entirely 
explain the paradigmatic shift whereby the stage was replaced by the body as the site for 
performance. In explaining this shift the American performance theorist Amelia Jones, 
in her ground-breaking work Performing the Subject, expressed the radical view that the 
origins of this type of 'body art' performance included not only early avant-garde 
experimentations such as Dada and Surrealism but also the unlikely figure of Jackson 
Pollock, the American abstract expressionist painter. Jones suggests that Pollock's 
influence in this area was not so much through the final product of his paintings but 
rather through interpretations of the performativity of his painted action. This 
perspective on Pollock was enabled through the photography and film documentation of 
Pollock by the German photographer Hans Namuth in 1950.78 This footage, argues 
Jones, not only revealed the potential of art making as an action but also, and more 
importantly, revealed Pollock's subjectivity as a failed artist/patriarchal figure. Jones 
notes that somewhat unintentionally, Namuth opened up the powerful possibilities for 
artists to produce work through an interrogation of that subject.79 
It is this process of interrogation in 'body art' performance that has parallels with 
carnival. This is because the interrogation is enacted not only conceptually - as reflected 
in the critical writing surrounding Namuth' s footage - but physically.80 Body artists 
challenged dominant, normalising patriarchal notions of subjectivity by displaying their 
bodies as distinctly opposite to such stereotyping. The result was an increasing focus on 
the body's orifices as these holes became symbolic avenues for the expression of the 
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instability of societal constructions of identity. Vito Acconci, for instance, in his 
performance video Openings (1970) slowly reveals, sexualises and feminises his navel 
by pulling out the hairs that obscure his belly button one by one, while Carolee 
Schneeman, in Interior Scroll (1975), displayed her genitalia not as a conduit for 
reproduction but as a vehicle for political dissent by reading a script from a piece of 
paper, which she slowly pulls out of her vagina.81 In this way the body became the 
ultimate site and syntax for expressing alternative identities and positions to the 
prevalent 'single globally dominant political economy' .82 As the ultimate device of 
expression the body was openly sexualised, defecated upon, scratched and scraped, bled 
and beaten and penetrated in an attempt to open it up to a world of multiple 
significations. 
Figure 11 . Carolee Schneeman, 
Interior Scroll, 1975. 
Figure 12. Vito Acconc i, Openings, 1970. 
One body artist who particularly raises this spectre of carnival in his performance work 
is the American Paul McCarthy. McCarthy 's work is unique in the genre of body art 
because he not only hyperbolises the body' s orifices to degrade and parody his 
masculinity; he also employs performance strategies that resonate with a history of 
comedia dell'arte and the American vaudeville stage. This can be observed in his 
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adoption of archetypal male characters such as the 'sailor', the 'painter' and the 
' cowboy' and the wearing of masks that resemble political and popular cultural figures 
such as Richard Nixon and Alfred E. Neuman (the fictional cover boy from Mad 
magazine who first appeared in the mid 1950s). However, it is his corporeal 
engagement with food that demonstrates striking parallels with Bakhtin's concepts of 
the carnivalesque. Bakhtin writes ofthe role of food in the grotesque body: 
[I]n the act of eating the body transgresses here its own limits : it swallows, 
devours, rends the world apart, is enriched and grows at the world's expense. The 
encounter of man with the world, which takes place inside the open, biting, 
rending, chewing mouth, is one of the most ancient, and most important objects of 
human thought and imagery. Here man tastes the world, introduces it into his body, 
makes it part ofhimself.83 
Figure 13. Paul McCarthy, 
Death Ship, 1981 . 
Figure 14. Paul McCarthy, 
Bossy Burger, I 99 I . 
If we consider this statement in terms of McCarthy's performance work, which involves 
modem food 'staples' such as tomato ketchup, mayonnaise and mustard, it could be 
argued that he has contemporised the 'banquet imagery' of Rabelais. This can be 
demonstrated through a study of his 1983 performance work Death Ship. In the work he 
is dressed as a Naval captain and performs actions with food substances which include 
raw meat, ketchup, mayonnaise and mustard.84 He shoves the food into his mouth then 
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proceeds to pull down his trousers and shove further food stuffs into his underpants so 
that they sag down as if he has defecated. In a particular section of the performance he 
places a hose between his mouth and groin and appears to suck and blow the messy 
saucy substances back and forth. This is a particularly ambivalent action that oscillates 
between ingestion and vomiting and unites the upper and lower zones of the body. This 
imagery resonates strongly with the banquet imagery ofRabelais, for we are not sure 
where McCarthy's ingestion begins or ends. In fact it is as though he has transformed 
himself into a living conduit whose sole aim is to process and recycle the outputs of 
industrialised food production. 
However, while body artists such as McCarthy might be said to produce a carnivalesque 
sensibility in their performances, the same cannot be said for all the artists working in 
this genre. In some cases, such as with the Australian performance artist Mike Parr, 
certain works can significantly diverge from such themes. Consider, for example, Parr's 
2005 performance work Kingdom Come and/or Punch holes in the body Politic. In this 
performance piece Parr sits on a chair in the white gallery space with his shoe off and a 
wire tied to his toe. The work is triggered when spectators enter the gallery and cross an 
invisible barrier. This audience action causes a 4 volt current to be passed through the 
artist's body. This causes considerable discomfort, which is exaggeratedly expressed 
through a video close-up of the artist' s face projected onto a screen. 
Figure 15. Mike Parr, Kingdom 
Come and/or Punch holes in 
the body Politic, 2005. 
We see a noticeable departure from the carnival here through the fact that Parr is 
significantly detached from his audience, especially in terms of the performance space. 
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While there is certain interactivity through the triggering of the electrical current (in 
Kingdom Come), ultimately the audience are only there as detached observers of Parr's 
pain. This disconnection is perhaps a symptom of the close relationship between body 
art performance and its documentation. The conceptual links between body art and the 
camera, as established by Namuth' s initial documentation of Pollock, have promoted a 
significant separation between the creative process and its reception. Vergine has noted 
that through this close relationship 'an appeal to asceticism' has emerged as artists 
explore their subjectivity and develop their performances alongside and through their 
personal and individualised relationship with the camera and other recording devices.85 
The result of such a working process in works like Kingdom Come is a division between 
the artist and their audience. While the performance location might aspire to be 
'stageless' in the Artaudian sense, the audience in many cases behaves as if there is an 
invisible proscenium arch anyway. For instance, in Kingdom Come the audience might 
trigger the electric current but they are not participants in any meaningful sense of the 
word. Furthermore, as Parr engages in the performative act he seems to be doing it more 
for the camera, which functions as a spectator and image-maker, than to create any 
engagement with the people who attended his performance event. The result could be 
seen to be more of a spectacularisation of the grotesque body than an actual return to or 
embodiment of carnival practices. 
This notion of body art creating a spectacle of carnival evokes the ideas laid out by the 
French situationist theorist Guy Debord in his text The Society of the Spectacle. 
Commenting on the state of social relations in late capitalist society Debord noted that 
'everything that was directly lived has receded into a representation' . 86 Looking at this 
statement in terms of Kingdom Come leads to the conclusion that Parr is not engaging in 
carnival; he is instead engaging in representations of carnival, and is thus contributing 
to the 'spectacle' that Debord describes. 
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'Art after midnight' and the variety manifestations in New York's 
Downtown art scene in the 1980s 
In New York's Downtown district in the late 1970s and 1980s new forms ofvariety 
theatre surfaced as artists inspired by the emergent punk and new wave music scene 
experimented with the performance strategies of parody, satire and pastiche. Dubbed 
'art after midnight', these practices took place in nightclubs and bars, recalling the 
artistic cabarets ofthe early avant-garde in the way they developed performance stylings 
through an atmosphere of convivial revelry. However, while there might have been 
considerable social and political commonality between the two epochs, the performance 
stylings of the New York scene also reveal a significantly different environment for the 
production of variety theatre. Vaudeville, after all, was dead and no longer the popular 
spectacle that framed and enacted the public consciousness. It had been replaced by 
radio, television and film. Artists were also no longer sipping absinthe and listening to 
bawdy folk songs. They were injecting heroin, sniffing cocaine and turning up the 
amplifier to listen to amateurish guitar solos strummed by punk bands such as 
Television, The Ramones and Talking Heads. 
The attitude towards the adaptation, appropriation and reuse of popular cultural forms 
had also dramatically changed. In the early avant-garde there had been a detached 
poaching of the performance strategies of music hall; artists were always distinctly 
aware of a division between high and low spheres of cultural production. In the 1980s 
art nightclubs ofNew York that distinction had been considerably muddied. Artists 
were no longer poaching popular performance styles, because they were implicitly a 
part of such cultures. This shift was reflected in New York artist David Byrne's decision 
to stop painting and to start the rock group Talking Heads. Byrne explains this decision 
as being due to a 'natural reaction ... to move into a world that had no pretence of 
nobility'.87 But by moving into the world of punk rock, Byrne was not departing from 
his 'art' roots. On the contrary, he goes on to state that he considers the band his 'art 
project' .88 This intersection of high and low cultural practices has been termed 
'borderline aesthetics' by Gendron: 'a symmetrical practice of merger and synthesis, in 
87 
88 
Steven Hager, Art after Midnight: The East Village Scene (New York: St Martin's Press, 
1986), l3. 
Ibid. 
40 
which it is not clear where the 'popular' ends and the 'avant-garde' begins nor who has 
the upper hand'. 89 In this 'postmodem' cultural landscape, Gendron adds, 'borderline 
aesthetics' reflects a mass culture that has risen to 'aggressively breach' the boundaries 
between high and low artistic practices.90 
Figure 16. David Byrne performing 
with Talking Heads, c.1978. 
Gendron's understanding of Downtown New York practices has significant parallels 
with Bakhtin's concept of the carnivalesque, not least because he positions the cultural 
production of this scene on a fulcrum of ambivalent, aesthetic 'in-betweenness' .91 But if 
we also consider that a conceptualisation of the camivalesque relies on the unification 
of the ' high' and the ' low' through the 'downward descent' of cultural imagery, then 
'borderline aesthetics' could be considered a contemporary tautology.92 This is because 
Gendron, like Bakhtin, is describing a merging of cultural hierarchies that is motivated 
by a 'downward' progression of cultural forms. However, Gendron's hierarchical 
opposition is not described in such metaphorical terms as 'heaven and earth' or through 
a description of the upper and lower stratum of the body. Instead, the high is represented 
by the ' institutionalised' avant-garde and the low, which it is being drawn down to, is 
symbolised by the popular cultural form of punk rock. 
Borderline aesthetics and Downtown' s incarnations of variety theatre were not 
manifested solely in punk rock bands. They were also produced through the 
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heterogeneous and amateur cultures of performance which pervaded the Downtown 
club movement. This scene, which reached its zenith in the early 1980s in venues such 
as The Mudd Club and Club 57 invoked a Rabelaisian-like spirit thanks to their 
production of aesthetics through an intensely social festive atmosphere. Under dim 
lights and intoxicated by drugs and alcohol artists engaged in a plethora of performance 
activities that ranged from parodic theatrical spectacles and themed dress-up parties to 
interactive painting and installation exhibitions and stand-up comedy and poetry 
readings. 
The birth and character of this kind of performance can arguably be traced back to a 
seminal night of performance called The New Wave Vaudeville Show which took place 
in late 1978 at Irving Plaza. Produced by young NYU Theatre graduate Anne Magnuson 
and the film enthusiasts Tom Scully and Susan Hanaford, The New Wave Vaudeville 
Show was, as its name suggests, a revival of the variety show through a new wave, 
' borderline aesthetic'. In the article, 'Pop Performance in East Village Clubs', 
Magnuson describes the event: 
Everyone had five minutes, no more, no less, or else you were yanked off the stage. 
David McDermott was the emcee ... Klaus Nomi debuted his aria - with the smoke 
bombs- and there were these groups like Come-On, an art band ... We showed 
clips in between the acts, like trailers for Beneath the Planet of the Apes and Vic 
Dam one singing in a Roman toga ... 93 
While acknowledging the similarities to 'vaudeville' in its title and in certain elements 
of its form, such as the 'yanking off' of acts that overstayed their welcome, a far more 
pervasive influence in The New Wave Vaudeville Show was television. This is no 
surprise, considering that by the time the New Wave/Baby Boomer generation had been 
born vaudeville was no more than an anecdote relayed through their parents' 
recollections of pre-war America.94 While some artists, such as Tom Scully, were aware 
of vaudeville's histories - he in fact wanted to revive the vaudeville spirit of the old 
East Village after reading a book on the legendary king of vaudeville, Tony Pastor -
others were clearly not.95 For example, Franklin Furnace founder Martha Wilson, whose 
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practice involved parodying the First Ladies of the White House, was unaware ofthe 
commonality of such acts with the earlier variety form. 96 Thus a case could be argued 
for the perpetuation of vaudeville sensibilities indirectly, through the medium of 
television. This new broadcasting technology had 'absorbed and flattened' the variety 
theatre and, according to New York writer Steven Hager, produced a generation with a 
'collective media-drenched conscious[ ness]' .97 
Figure 17. Rehearsal for The 
New Wave Vaudeville Show, 
Figure 18. Club 57, A Night at the Opry, c.1979. 
1978. 
This type of 'television-inspired ' variety performance raises an interesting issue in 
terms of comparing such practices with Bakhtin's concept of carnival. For how can 
television and the culture it infuses truly inspire a concept of the grotesque body when it 
'flattens' everything that it displays? The body 's orifices, arguably, become 
impenetrable and mute. The New York performance historian C. Carr describes this 
problem when she writes that television produces a 'parody and irony' that is ' not used 
to contain emotion but to replace it', diminishing whatever it touches and allowing ' for 
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no sense oftragedy'.98 In this sense the problem implicit in considering Downtown 
variety forms as expressions of carnival is that if they are symptomatic of a 'media-
drenched' culture then the style of variety they produce, far from raising the spirit of the 
carnival, creates instead only a ' flattened ' representation of it. 
This is the crux of the dilemma when considering the concept of 'carnival' in the 
performance practices of Western society in the age of late capitalism. As noted in the 
discussion of Mike Parr's work, what might have the appearance of carnival may also 
be symptomatic of its overall disappearance into representation. Debord, who wrote 
extensively on this problem, noted that 'although the present age presents itself as a 
series of frequently recurring festivities, it is an age that knows nothing of real 
festivals'. 99 He goes on to claim that under scrutiny these cami valesque sensibilities 
reveal nothing but a 'vulgarised pseudofestival' that compensates for its lack of 
community and 'luxurious expenditure oflife' by 'displaying and reproducing itself at a 
higher level of intensity' .100 So where is the grotesque ancestral body, that regenerative 
guttural force that returns popular cultural imagery to the body, its lived environment 
and its reproductive cycles? 
The answer perhaps lies in not automatically conflating all contemporary performance 
art practices within the limitless span of representation. While Debord's theory of 
spectacle may reveal the contradictions behind the efficacy of 'real action' and 
engagement within the explosion of new imaging technologies such as television and 
video- and more recently digital technologies and the internet - it does not necessarily 
account for a11 cultural production within it. For instance, if we consider the work of 
Paul McCarthy we can see a return to carnival as he engages with the culture of new 
imaging technologies such as television and video rather than being subservient to it. 
Far from flattening the carnival spirit, his representations and appropriations in fact 
reveal and renew it, creating a variety theatre within this postmodem episteme. 
The same may be said of the Downtown scene and the manner with which its artist 
communities produced work through a collective 'media-drenched conscious[ ness]' .101 
It is TV inspired, not TV driven. However, in contrast to McCarthy' s work, the camera 
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did not play so pivotal a part in shaping and directing its performance practices. Instead, 
it was the festive and social spaces of the nightclub, reminiscent of the artistic cabarets, 
which provided fertile ground for a variety theatre to re-emerge. While the spectre of 
television and its spectacle loom over its practices, its performance cultures do not 
reflect the bland homogeneity that Debord portends. One need only consider a night at 
CBGBs, where the band Talking Heads regularly performed. As David Byrne reaches 
the chorus to ' Psycho-killer' his voice descends into a primal guttural scream. The 
action is not without a certain irony, for as he stands there shaking and singing he also 
presents himself in an oversized, pressed business suit.102 
Throughout this chapter a question has been posed: what is variety theatre and how has 
it been manifested throughout modem times? As illustrated through the diversity of 
performance cultures presented here, variety theatre is not a form that is simply defined 
by association with early popular forms of entertainment such as vaudeville. On the 
contrary, it has permeated an assorted array of performance cultures that include early 
avant-garde cabaret, body art and New York's New Wave scene. With this in mind, 
Bahktin's writings on the culture of carnival in Europe have been drawn on to create a 
common source to contextualise these practices. The difficulty has essentially been how 
to read instances of carnival in a cultural paradigm that, in Debord' s terms, •knows 
nothing of real festivals' .103 This chapter has contended that perhaps contemporary 
culture does know something about this issue. Indeed, despite the reformation of 
carnival culture during the Industrial Revolution, carnival's bawdy humour and spirit 
has been demonstrated to have protruded through the 'pseudofestival' .104 
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Chapter 2 
Variety theatre and its practices in the Sydney art 
community in the 1970s 
In Sydney during the 1970s there was a conspicuous emergence of variety theatre 
practices in the art community that resided in the East Sydney area. This can be seen in 
artist collectives such as The Yell ow House, located in Kings Cross, and later on with 
Side F !X, in the Darlinghurst area. What makes these performance practices interesting 
to study is that in many respects they seemed to simply burst onto the Sydney art scene 
from nowhere. Australia might have had a rich tradition of variety performance through 
its vaudeville and minstrelsy theatre, but there had never been such an intersection of 
variety with art. So how did these variety cultures in the 1970s come about and to what 
extent did they intersect with and draw on the definition of variety theatre discussed in 
the previous chapter? 
In answering that question this chapter will consider the following subjects. First, it will 
examine Australia's sophisticated vaudeville industry, bohemia and artistic avant-garde, 
noting the absence of an artistic cabaret culture. Second, it will look at the rise of The 
Push in Sydney in the 1950s and 1960s. The Push was a libertine movement that would 
frame the political landscape from which the variety cultures of the 1970s emerged. 
Here this chapter will in particular examine the performative output of magazines such 
as Oz, a publication founded by Sydney journalists Richard Neville and Richard Walsh 
and artist Martin Sharp. Oz creatively expressed libertarian ideals and performed what 
could arguably be termed the first forms of art-based variety theatre in Sydney. Third, it 
will look at how the artistic cabaret cultures of Europe directly influenced groups such 
as The Yellow House, thanks to a renewed interest in the history of the early avant-
garde and through the unlikely figure of the Dutch artist Vincent Van Gogh. Finally, it 
will consider how subsequent Sydney-based variety cultures of the 1970s, such as Side 
F !X, built upon The Yell ow House model and created a unique intersection between the 
emerging field of post-object art and cabaret. 
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Australia's early avant-garde 
Australia's early avant-garde practices emerged in the first half of the 20th century 
through the work of painters such as Roy de Maistre, Margaret Preston and Grace 
Cossington-Smith. Inspired by the pictorial innovations in the modem art movement in 
Europe and the rapid modernisation of Australian society, these artists began to 
experiment with post-impressionist styles of painting in their canvases. 105 While not 
disputing the huge departure from prevailing styles of painting in Australia at the time, 
it is interesting to compare such art to what was going on in Europe. For example, when 
Grace Cossington-Smith painted The Sock Knitter in 1915, Marinetti and the Futurists 
were taking their paintings onto the stage in cabaret-inspired performances called 
serates and declaring that 'the spectator [must] live at the centre of the painted 
action' .106 
Figure 19. Grace 
Cossington Smith, The 
Sock Knitter, 1916. 
Figure 20. An advertisement painted by Umberto 
Boccioni promoting a Futurist exhibition, c.l913. 
Quite clearly there is a considerable disparity here between the two avant-gardes in 
terms of the way in which the 'modern' was being explored. The European avant-garde, 
as epitomised in movements such as Futurism, Dada and Surrealism, had the 
performance culture of the artistic cabaret underpinning and promoting many of their 
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innovations and developments. The Australian avant-garde, in complete contrast, did 
not. 
There are problems that arise when comparing so literally the development of the avant-
garde in Australia with that in Europe. Indeed, in certain art criticism in the Antipodes 
such comparisons have encouraged a perception that Australian art has been one or 
more steps ' behind' similar developments overseas when this hasn' t necessarily been 
the case. Proponents of this line of thinking include Australian-born writers such as 
Robert Hughes and Bernard Smith who in their historical accounts of the reception of 
modernism in Australia position artists such as de Maistre and Cossington-Smith as 
playing a game of catch-up. Hughes, more prone to hyperbole than Smith, goes so far as 
to state that not only did ' most art movements ... [come] to Sydney late', but they 
arrived through the 'back door' .107 Australian cultural historians Ann Stephen, Andrew 
McNamara and Phillip Goad note that while there is evidence that demonstrates that 
modem styles of painting were first observed through ' postcards' being brought back in 
a 'suitcase' , to describe the entire process as arriving late is not an accurate reflection of 
the complex reception of modernism in Australia. 108 
They address the complex reception of modernism in Australia in their text, Modernism 
& Australia: Documents on Art, Design and Architecture 191 7- 1967. In observing the 
differences in the practice of modern art between Europe and Australia they note that 
instead of being read as a cultural lag, the differences should be understood as reflecting 
a lack of institutional support: to see the true trends in modem art practice in Australia, 
they claim, critical attention needs to be placed on developments outside the established 
institutions of art such as the Art Gallery ofNSW. They believe that one contributing 
factor to the 'late arrival' theory is writers such as Hughes and Smith focusing too much 
on how such institutions have framed art (in particular painting) and not enough on the 
broader social and cultural interactions between modernism and Australian society .109 
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This thesis agrees with Stephen et al.'s position, especially if one considers the 
incredible increase in global cultural exchange during this period through the vaudeville 
and design industries. Such commercial exchanges indisputably aided in connecting 
Australian artists to cultural trends overseas despite the massive distances. In this sense 
it is important to note that the absence of artistic cabaret in Australian society is not 
reflective of a general lack of variety theatre practices in its culture, or of their 
ubiquitous influence in conveying the modernist sensibility. On the contrary, 
commercially successful forms of variety such as vaudeville and minstrelsy had been 
imported and reproduced in the Antipodes from as far back as the 1850s, when the first 
minstrel shows arrived from America. The Australian theatre historian Richard 
Waterhouse in fact notes that not only did Australia have a vibrant vaudeville culture, 
but this culture was of a standard that was competitive with the rest of the world.110 
Yet Australia's lively vaudeville industry never inspired an artistic cabaret the way it 
did in Europe- in particular in Germany, where artists literally appropriated the form to 
fuel their designs to create an art of the future. 111 In this sense it is worth further 
examining Stephen, McNamara and Goad's notion that Australia's early avant-garde 
was characterised by a lack of institutional support, for the same arguably could be said 
of its European counterpart. Indeed, those who established the cabaret in Europe were 
artists searching for forums outside the traditional networks of representation in art. In 
considering the importance of variety theatre in this history of modernism and its art, a 
question needs to be raised here: where was the artistic cabaret culture in Australia and 
its early modernist art experiments? Why didn't it emerge through similar channels of 
creative expression? If indeed the European culture of artistic cabaret was a symptom of 
a 'lack of institutional support', then why weren' t Australian artists also drawn to 
variety theatre and its potential to provide a supportive network with which to display 
and develop their ideas? 
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Stephen, McNamara and Goad don't address the importance of vaudeville in framing 
Australia's cultural sensibilities in their book.112 However, they do provide a key to 
understanding why an artistic cabaret culture might not have emerged. In noting the 
difficulties artists encountered in introducing modem art to Australian audiences 
Stephen et al. reveal that instead of forming interdisciplinary relationships with theatre 
practitioners, they found a considerable ally in the design and architecture industries. 
Interestingly, while the Australian public was somewhat averse to ' modem art', they 
had embraced modernity through design. Capitalising on this trend, modem art 
advocates such as the writer Sydney Ure Smith sought to mine this sympathy by 
creating publications such as Home magazine, which united the two.113 
It was this sort of alignment that paved the way for a seminal art exhibition in Sydney in 
1929 known as the Burdekin House. In collaboration with architects, fashion editors and 
designers, the Sydney-based artists Margaret Preston, Roy de Maistre and Thea Proctor 
put on a show that Stephens et al. declared was 'in keeping with the avant-garde 
practice of its day', creating an experience of 'modernism as a total environment' .114 
The Burdekin House was indeed a watershed in the understanding and contextualisation 
of modem art in Australia, for it introduced an interdisciplinary attitude towards the 
understanding of art that had not been seen before in this country. However, what is 
most significant in terms ofthe activity symbolised by the Burdekin House exhibition is 
not the interdisciplinary behaviour in and of itself; rather it is the kind of 
interdisciplinary activity (architecture, design, painting) being displayed. What is 
important to note is not the disciplines that have been conflated, but the disciplines that 
are absent in this merger, namely variety theatre. The exhibition hinted at the 
collaborative relationship between artists and the design and architecture industries that 
would come to dominate experimental art practices in Australia in a way that other 
modem commercial enterprises didn't. 115 The most notable of those not included, of 
course, was the vaudeville industry. 
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Sydney bohemia in the 1920s and the rejection of variety theatre 
The important collaboration with the design industry was not the only factor that 
contributed to the absence of an artistic cabaret culture in Australia in the early part of 
the 20th century. Another disparity between the cultures of Australia and Europe during 
this time was the nature of their bohemian societies and the manner in which they 
underpinned their respective artistic cultures. In Paris, Bohemian groups fuelled an 
interdisciplinary activity within art that arguably provided the basis for the experimental 
nature of the European avant-garde. Sydney's bohemian culture was more of a 
reactionary force resisting the modem innovations of the avant-garde and reverting 
instead into a kind of bizarre 'Antipodean classicism' .116 
The Peruvian cultural historians Cesar and Marigay Grana define Bohemia as 'an 
attitude of dissent from the prevailing values of middle-class society - artistic, political, 
utilitarian, sexual - usually expressed in life-style and through a medium of the arts' .117 
Brought to the attention ofthe popular imagination most famously through the French 
poet Henry Murger' s novel Scenes de Ia vie de boheme in 1851, Bohemia has come to 
be defined as a cultural space that exists beyond epochs and national boundaries. The 
Australian historian Peter Fitzpatrick has called it a 'country of the mind' , a movement 
inspired by romanticism that has surfaced on the fringes of all Western bourgeois 
societies.118 
However, while there may be a symbolic 'epater la bourgeoisie ' ('to shock the middle 
classes') unifying the various bohemian societies across the world, they were certainly 
not identical in their attitudes towards and ideals about art. This is particularly true of 
Sydney's bohemian culture ofthe early 1900s. While challenging the morality of 
modem Australian society, it was in certain respects quite conservative when it came to 
art and its function in the cultural landscape. This can be seen in the attitudes of the 
Lindsay brothers, Norman and Lionel, who expressed violently polemic views against 
116 
117 
118 
and Turner and their pavilion in New York's World Fair in 1939. Later on in the 1960s 
and 70s there was Gallery A, which was co-founded by the designer Max Hutchison. 
The overwhelming intl uence of Greek classical culture on the aesthetic of Sydney 
bohemia is floridly expressed by the artist Norman Lindsay, who noted, ' All who seek the 
higher development of Art and life follow where the Greek led' : Norman Lindsay, 
Creative Effort: An Essay in Affirmation (Sydney: Published for the author by Art in 
Australia, 1920), 118. 
Marigay Grana and Cesar Graila (eds), On Bohemia: The Code of the Se(f-Exiled (New 
Brunswick NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1990), xv. 
Peter Kirkpatrick (ed.), The Sea Coast of Bohemia: Literary L!fe in Sydney 's Roaring 
Twenties (Perth: API Network, 2007), 9 . 
51 
modern art practices. The vibrant, interdisciplinary activity going on in Europe was seen 
as nothing but degenerative and born of a frivolous desire for ' novelty' . In his infamous 
dissertation against modem art, Addled Art, Lionel Lindsay exclaimed: ' Modernism in 
art is a freak, not a natural, evolutional growth.' In this vitriolic and often absurd attack, 
Lindsay doesn't even consider the performative qualities of the work he is disparaging, 
except perhaps when he dismisses it as 'the product of Stunt' .119 
Of course this is not to say that there weren't any radical inclinations towards 
transforming traditional art practices in Australia's Bohemia. In fact the Lindsays' 
themselves were eager to move beyond the Australian landscape tradition in painting 
which was prevalent at the time. They wanted to usher in a new art that would 'address 
a basic "human condition" existing independent of environment and history' .120 
Ironically, certain artists and poets that the Lindsay brothers drew on to shape their 
artistic beliefs were the same as the early European avant-garde, which they despised. 
One important influence in this regard was the 16th Century French satirist Rabelais. 
The cultural historian Phillip Denis-Cate notes that Rabelais' bawdy humour provided a 
philosophical basis for the ideas that drove and inspired the early Parisian Bohemia and 
avant-garde.121 In an unlikely parallel, Peter Kirkpatrick also notes that Norman Lindsay 
revered Rabelais as one of 'the greatest heroes' in the struggle to produce a 'grand and 
glorious' art. 122 
These sensibilities come through strongly in Norman Lindsay's artistic vision, which he 
articulated in his inspired manifesto, Creative Effort: An Essay in Affirmation, published 
in 1920. In a camivalesque-like rant on the essence of life Lindsay states, 'All your 
political problems are as ephemeral as the change of time that decays one growth in 
order to renew another.' 123 But while in Paris Rabelais' s fecund imagery encouraged a 
atmosphere of collective, interdisciplinary activity in the arts, culminating in a fusion of 
art, poetry and performance, Norman Lindsay's grotesque stylings promoted the 
opposite. Indeed, motivated by a belief that the creative spirit lay in the dedicated 
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introspection of the individual artist, the arts of painting, sculpture and poetry were 
required to be distinctly separated and certainly not muddied in character with common 
forms of entertainment such as vaudeville. In this respect there was no room for 
dilettantism, or for submitting one's art to the 'collective laughter of the people' .124 
Such a creative leap, in Norman Lindsay's eyes, would only cause one's ideas to be the 
victim of fashion. Not surprisingly then, the variety practices inherent in the metropolis 
were not a part of Lindsay's vision for creative expression in the way that they were for 
European avant-garde movements such as Futurism. 
The Lindsays' rejection of modernist aesthetic developments in art reflected the general 
sensibilities of Bohemian culture in Sydney in the 1920s and go some way towards 
revealing why there was an absence of variety theatre within its art. While European 
Bohemia was inspiring an avant-garde that was fusing a Rabelaisian sensibility with the 
frenetic aesthetic of industrialisation, Sydney Bohemia wanted to call on that same spirit 
by retreating into an obscure past populated by Arcadian satyrs and nymphs. While both 
may have been returning to European cultures of antiquity for inspiration, Sydney 
bohemia was taking as its muse a European classicism derived from the Renaissance, 
not from the culture of the carnival. This is exaggeratedly demonstrated in a drawing 
Lionel Lindsay completed in 1907 titled, 'Circular Quay, Sydney, as the Romans would 
have had it'. In this picture Lindsay has reimagined the Sydney harbour as some kind of 
Antipodean Pompeii, complete with triumphal arches, neatly manicured gardens, broad 
stone-paved promenades and Corinthian columned pantheons. This is not the imagery 
of carnival; indeed it is the opposite. It is what Bakhtin would describe as a culture 
aspiring to 'a strictly completed, finished product ... isolated, alone [and] fenced off 
from all other bodies'. 125 
Not surprisingly, much of the artistic output that Sydney bohemia produced can be seen 
to be detached from the city and its fecund bustle and hum. This is demonstrated in the 
work of Kenneth Slessor, a Sydney-based poet and journalist and an important 
contributor to Sydney Bohemian life in the first half of the 20th century. In' A Portrait 
of Sydney' (1952), he describes East Sydney 'from an eyrie at the top of William 
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Street'. 126 It is interesting to note that within this verse Slessor acknowledges the noise 
of the city, but doesn't corporeally engage with it. Though he mentions the sounds of 
the dogs 'barking', the trams 'clanging' and the motor-horns ' bellowing', he does so in 
a manner that is distinctly removed. Instead of placing himself within this cacophony he 
yawns and returns to the banal practicalities of life, such as preparing his breakfast and 
getting dressed. It is interesting to compare such a reading of the city with Marinetti ' s 
violent first Futurist manifesto, where - in complete contrast to Slessor - he is 
inseparable from the technology ofthe modem age. In speaking of the automobile he 
states, ' We went up to the three snorting beasts, to lay amorous hands on their torrid 
breasts.' 127 Where Marinetti ' s language and relationship to his environment is sexual 
and grotesque Slessor' s has the measured austerity of a man separated from his 
surroundings. 
Figure 21. Lionel Lindsay, 
Circular Quay, Sydney, as the 
Romans would have had it, 1907. 
Though Sydney bohemia produced an art and ideology more akin to a bygone European 
classicism than the bulbous expression of the carnival, there were elements and events 
within its culture that nevertheless evoked the camivalesque spirit. This can be seen in 
drinking hangouts such as the Cafe La Boheme, located in the Sydney CBD in Willmot 
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Street. La Boheme provided cheap food, communal entertainment such as dancing and 
sing-a-longs and kept the wine flowing all night, even after the authorities cancelled its 
liquor licence.128 The result was a 24-hour party atmosphere, where all the 'madmen' in 
town would gather to 'make merry' .129 One also need only think of Norman Lindsay's 
caricatures in the Bulletin or his famous illustrated children's book, The Magic Pudding, 
to see the exaggeratedly grotesque line of the cartoon being expressed. But perhaps the 
most unusual early Australian bohemian event, one that was not just carnivalesque but 
bordered on being defined as a kind of variety theatre, was a strange performance 
produced by the Lindsay brothers during their time in Melbourne at the beginning of 
their artistic careers. On the surface it seems almost antithetical to their ideas concerning 
art and its function in society, yet inspired by their obsession with buccaneering, both 
brothers with the journalist Ray Parkinson, decided to work on a novel together about 
pirates. The historian Peter Kirkpatrick notes of the event: 
Believing that life should imitate art they rented an ancient single-room cottage in 
Little Londsdale Street which they decorated with cutlasses, antique pistols and the 
skull-and-crossbones; and there, each night, with tricorn hats perched on their 
bandanna-swathed heads, the trio scribbled away, swigging rum and frightening the 
local larrikins, until it became obvious that their costumed expectations far 
exceeded any collective literary ability .130 
While such activities demonstrate a camivalesque sensibility they do not constitute a 
culture of variety theatre within art. Indeed, for such a form of theatre to emerge, artists 
such as the Lindsays would have had to discard their prejudice against interdisciplinary 
activity in art and engage their artistic practices with popular forms of performance with 
far more rigour. In many respects it is debatable whether the Lindsays would have even 
considered their pirate experiment as art. Certainly, as implied by Fitzpatrick, as soon as 
the project lost its literary merit it was abandoned. In view of the opinions on art 
expressed by the Lindsays in later life, this pirate escapade no doubt would have been 
written off by the artists themselves as a ' dilettantism' produced by the folly of youth. It 
certainly wouldn' t have been considered anything approaching the 'art' defined in 
Norman Lindsay's Creative Effort. 
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The absence of variety theatre practices within Sydney Bohemia in the 1920s was 
reflective of a prejudice against modem forms of cultural expression. This prejudice 
applied to experiments in modem art being undertaken by the Australian avant-garde 
and to other more popular modern forms such as vaudeville. Both areas of cultural 
production were considered by the Sydney Bohemians as a product of novelty and 
fashion, not art. Though Sydney's Bohemia was born of the metropolis and had 
camivalesque tendencies in its social habits, the artistic output of artists such as the 
Lindsays and Slessor is indicative of a retreat from rather than an engagement with such 
a festive spirit. This is completely different from European Bohemia and certain avant-
garde practices that emerged from it, which actively drew on the character of city life 
and a popular folk tradition to transform their artistic practices. In this sense, it is telling 
to note that when variety theatre did eventually emerge from the arts in Sydney, the city 
and its life had to be actively engaged with and prejudices towards popular forms of 
cultural expression overcome. 
Engaging the city and the rise of The Push 
The Push was an antiestablishment social movement that emerged in Sydney after 
World War II in direct reaction to the conservative patriarchal values that underwrote 
Australian society in the 1950s. Its libertarian ideals, which included the repudiation of 
any form of censorship, the rejection of institutions such as marriage and monogamy 
and the resistance to careerism, were all characteristics which might be considered in 
line with the Sydney Bohemian culture that had come before it. However, where it 
significantly differed was in its pragmatic approach towards the engagement of these 
ideals. While Bohemia in the 1920s retreated into an apolitical romantic hedonism, The 
Push pursued a radical lifestyle as a direct response to the establishment. This realist, 
pragmatic approach towards the enactment of a philosophical position is arguably the 
platform and inspiration for the creative culture that emerged in the 1960s, the culture 
that would break down antiquated elitist positions in the arts and directly involve itself 
in the social and political fabric of the city. 
The ideas behind The Push emerged out of the libertarian movement, which formed at 
the University of Sydney in 1951 . The libertarians took many of their ideas from the 
thinking and teachings of the Scottish-born philosopher John Anderson, who lectured at 
Sydney University trom 1927 to 1958. Anderson was a powerful anti-establishment 
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voice in the late 1940s and a figure that many young people were drawn to in the wake 
of the destruction wrought by World War II. A passionate anti-censorship advocate, 
Anderson pursued the Socratic position that the 'unexamined life was not worth 
living' .131 Australian historian Anne Coombs notes that his message to his students was: 
Don't be swayed by emotion or mysticism, root them out; recognise that all groups 
have different interests and will pursue those interests; there is no such thing as 
social unity or the common good. Above all, look at the facts. 132 
But where the libertarians significantly differed from Anderson was in their wish to 
enact his ideas in the social realm. They would literally take his aphorisms - such as 
'Freedom in love is the condition of other freedoms' - and turn it into a standard by 
which to live one's life by. This was anathema to Anderson, an academic who 
expressed his views through groups which were affiliated with the university such as the 
Free Thought Society, founded in 1931. He believed that, 'to link views with activities' 
was detrimental to the questioning process.133 He would note, 'to say that the holder of 
certain views must practise certain things ... is itself superstitious and makes it another 
religion'. 134 But that's exactly what the libertarians wanted to do. They wanted to take 
Anderson's ideas out of the elitism of the university, where they were merely points of 
debate, and into the politics of everyday living. The lecture hall as a forum for debate 
was usurped by the pub, which became the place where social ideas could be not only 
actively debated but also tested. It was through this practical application of Anderson' s 
ideas that The Push would be born, symbolised in the maxim, 'from gown to town' .135 
This movement out of the university and into the common forum of the pub marked a 
huge shift symbolically in the intellectual and cultural landscape in Sydney. It signalled 
a significant breaking down of cultural divides. Through The Push we see the heady 
intellectualism of philosophical thought being brought into connection with both the 
actual and political body. In a return to a kind of grotesque realism, the Cartesian 
separation of mind and body that had defined Western thought for the past 400 years 
was being challenged. It was being degraded and merged with the living guttural body 
through, of all things, Rabelais' s favourite pastime, drinking. 
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Anderson condemned The Push as he would have condemned Sydney Bohemia in the 
1920s. He criticised them for 'indulging in undisciplined hedonism' and 'wasting their 
intellectual abilities' by 'giving up on their careers' .136 But The Push was significantly 
different from its romantic ancestor. While there might have been a degree of self-
indulgence in these people's behaviour, they were not so much drinking to abandon as 
drinking to engage in the examination of ideas. This 'real engagement' is epitomised in 
the Push maxim 'critical drinking'. This term, which implies a philosophising through 
the consumption of beer, should not be confused with the incoherent ranting of a group 
of inebriates, where alcohol limited intellectual debate. As the Australian cultural 
theorist Mackenzie Wark explains, 'critical drinking' was 'created out of thinking, 
drinking, arguing and making something that places one's self in a creative, productive, 
original relation to the moment' .137 This notion of 'critical drinking' being an 'original 
relation to the moment' can essentially be positioned in opposition to the Arcadian 
aspirations of Sydney's earlier Bohemian cultures. While artists such as Norman 
Lindsay sought to reimagine Sydney as a European classical utopia, The Push were 
more pragmatically grounded in their environment. Sydney's social and political 
character was not reified but rather revealed and radically questioned in a thorough 
examination of its cultural values. 
However, while The Push's degradation and renewal of the classical canon of Western 
thought through drinking can be considered carnivalesque in nature, it should not be 
inferred that The Push naturally supported the concept of variety theatre in art. On the 
contrary, not only did Push libertarians have little or no interest in the popular theatre; 
they actually had considerable apathy towards art as a cultural expression in general. 
The Sydney filmmaker David Perry once exclaimed, 'I used to be horrified at [their] 
houses. They had nothing on their walls.' 138 While there were artists involved in the 
group - such as the Sydney born filmmaker Albie Thoms - who would later be 
important contributors to The Yell ow House, their role as artists was considered akin to 
'being a wharfie' : it was just a job. Anne Coombs notes, 'You did not discuss your 
creative work within the Push. Creative work, and certainly talking about creative work, 
was seen as a bit of a wank.' 139 
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This attitude towards art within The Push might seem antithetical to the very ideas of 
this thesis. However, it is important to note that The Push was a complex entity in 
Sydney' s cultural landscape. At its core might have been the libertarians, with their 
ingrained apathy towards art because of its 'romantic', 'non-analytic' nature, but as a 
social movement that embodied freedom of individual expression The Push naturally 
attracted artists and other creative types. As Coombs notes, 'many in the Push were 
creative people' but kept a lid on their creative talents. This lid would open up in the 
1960s as a younger generation of writers, thinkers and artists engaged with The Push 
but did not restrict their creative impulses or their desire to forge a career in the arts. 
Examples of this second generation include the writers Germaine Greer, Robert Hughes 
and Frank Moorehouse, the journalists and activists Wendy Bacon and Richard Neville, 
and artists such as Martin Sharpe and Albie Thoms. This new generation transformed 
the ideas of The Push. Libertarian ideals, which had largely been expressed simply 
through the way in which people chose to live their life, were moving beyond the pub 
and into a broader social and cultural sphere. For example in the fields of literature and 
journalism we see the rise of bawdy, transgressive newspapers such as Tharunka 
(produced through the University ofNSW) and the publication of critical texts like 
Germaine Greer's The Female Eunuch (1970), which questioned the repression of 
women's sexuality in the traditional nuclear family. Likewise in art it is through such 
forces that we see The Yell ow House emerge to radically question art exhibiting 
practices in Sydney. 
Theatricalising Libertarianism: variety theatre and The Push 
The term ' theatrical libertarianism' seems, at first glance, something of an oxymoron. 
Libertarians might have believed that John Anderson' s philosophies needed to be acted 
out to have credence but they did not mean for such attitudes to develop into creative or 
theatrical expression. In fact to take Anderson' s views in such a direction would be, in 
the eyes of some longstanding Push members, to go against core Push values. The Push 
were ultimately about respecting the rights of the individual, and expressing one's ideas 
creatively or through protest had the potential to involve imposing one' s views upon 
another, thereby violating this principle. 140 However, by the 1960s and '70s many 
140 See Ibid., 244. Wendy Bacon describes how she felt older libertarians such as Jim Baker 
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younger participants in The Push believed that there were too many social injustices in 
Australian society going unanswered. The most prominent issue in this regard was the 
introduction of conscription during the Vietnam War. With such issues at the forefront 
of the public consciousness it was no longer enough to repel conservative patriarchal 
values simply by choosing an alternative lifestyle shaped by drinking, gambling and 
promiscuity. The Push needed to express itself in other ways. 
The result was a kind of theatricalising of the principles of libertarianism and a 
paradigmatic shift in the ways in which Push ideals were explored. As Anne Coombs 
notes, the next generation of Push members weren't content to 'voice their opposition 
over drinks in the pub'; they wanted 'to act it out.' 141 The radical attack on patriarchal 
values was no longer being contained within dialogues over beers. Now it was being 
theatrically expressed, in the greater community, through art and protest. Importantly 
this 'direct action' provoked a rise in the creative expression of ideas. Young Push 
affiliates such as Wendy Bacon and Martin Sharpe were no longer simply content, like 
their libertarian forebears, to challenge anti-censorship laws by championing banned 
books such as James Joyce's Ulysses. Instead they wanted to employ their own 
unfettered language to strike directly at the heart of the conservatism of postwar 
Australian society. 
One of the most demonstrative acts of this generational shift within The Push was the 
gaoling of the journalist Wendy Bacon. In 1971 Bacon was sentenced to eight days at 
Mulawa woman's prision after storming the court proceedings of an anti-censorship 
trial against the University ofNew South Wales' student newspaper, Tharunka. Bacon's 
action was no ordinary protest: she interrupted the trial by wearing a black nun's habit 
graffitied over with the words, 'I've been fucked by God's steel prick' .142 
Bacon's protest can be understood as a form of variety theatre. This is because, to 
paraphrase Bakhtin, she 'uses the popular-festive system of images with its charter of 
freedoms ... to inflict a severe punishment upon (her] foe' .143 This 'system of images' 
can be seen in her treatment and interpretation of how women are positioned and 
represented within the church. Traditionally the nun's body is well veiled by her official 
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garb, thus hiding and neutering her reproductive capability. Bacon through her protest 
revealed not only the sexuality of this feminine institution of the church but also of God 
himself, insinuating a relationship based not on abstinence but of sexual intercourse. 
Importantly, this was not done with overt violence or ridicule; it was enacted through 
satire and humour that suggests the grotesque body and its sexual function. 
Though Bacon's performance did not come from the popular stage it should not be seen 
as some sort of coincidence that it contained similar satirical and grotesque attributes. 
After all, it emerged from the grotesque musings of The Push. For example, if we 
consider that a core element of the libertarian position was the degradation of 
Anderson's ideas by moving from 'gown to town', then it is only natural that a 
theatricalising ofthis position would reproduce a kind of'camivalesque' imagery, not 
dissimilar to certain forms of vaudeville. 
Importantly, we also see these tendencies beginning to be expressed and associated with 
art. This can be seen through the work of the artist Martin Sharpe, in particular through 
his involvement in Oz magazine along with journalists Richard Neville and Richard 
Walsh. One event in particular that is demonstrative of an emergent variety sensibility 
was the furore that surrounded the February 1964 issue of Oz, for which Sharpe, Neville 
and Walsh were taken to court on charges of obscenity. 
The subject of the charge was the picture that graced the front cover. It depicted three 
men urinating into the sculptural feature of the newly built P & 0 building in Sydney's 
central business district. The sculpture was a wall relief by the established Australian 
sculptor Tom Bass and the building was meant to be seen as symbolic of Sydney's 
ascendancy as a centre of global business in the southern hemisphere. Though the 
urinating was somewhat staged and produced specifically to be documented, the 
performative qualities of the action should not be discounted. By taking out their 
penises and transforming Bass ' s wall relief into a urinal the three men were not only 
playing a youthful prank; they were, albeit unconsciously, critiquing this marvel of 
Antipodean industrialisation by using one of the more fecund images of carnival in 
relation to architecture - the phallus and its discharging fluid, urine. While urinating on 
an object can in certain contexts be seen as negative and territorial, in a camivalesque 
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sense it is a far more ambivalent and regenerative act. Bakhtin notes, 'urine is a gay 
matter ... which degrades and relieves at the same time' .144 
We see this regenerative quality in Oz Magazine's encounter with Bass' sculpture. 
Certainly, the work is being debased but it is an action that returns the P & 0 building to 
the public domain. If there is a territorialising of space taking place here it is not in the 
sense that the three urinating men want to claim the space for themselves, rather they 
want to claim it indiscriminately for everybody. It is here that we see the spectre of 
carnival emerging. The building stops being revered and understood as a symbol of 
national pride. Instead it gets drawn downward so that it interacts with the human body 
through its excretory functions. 
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Figure 22. Oz Magazine front 
cover, February, 1964. 
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Figure 23. Poster publicising 
the Thorunka Trial, 1972. 
The theatricalisation of libertarian ideals in the 1960s and 1970s promoted an artistic 
culture that was far more socially and politically engaged with its environment. This 
was not an art that wanted to remain distinctly apart from society in the proverbial 
artist' s garret. It was an art that wanted, in the spirit of The Push, to examine and act. It 
is here that we can see part of The Push 's lasting influence on art practices in Sydney. 
Characteristics such as its desire for 'open inquiry' paved the way for artists to move 
beyond the safety of traditional networks of representation, such as the art gallery and 
the museum, and to speak out and engage with broader social and political frameworks. 
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Variety and Van Gogh in the Yellow House 
To consider the 19th century Dutch painter Vincent Van Gogh in terms of a history of 
variety theatre might at first glance seem absurd. Van Gogh was certainly no performer; 
in fact, in the final years of his life he sought to remove himself from the metropolis, of 
which the artistic cabaret was a vibrant part. However, 100 years after his death, on the 
other side of the world, in Sydney, Australia, he would provide the inspiration for some 
of the most radical variety theatre practice in the latter part of the 20th century. This 
activity took place in The Yellow House, an artists' collective and commune that was 
established in a disused house on Macleay Street, Kings Cross between 1970 and 1972. 
The Yell ow House was founded by the Sydney-hom artist Martin Sharpe, recently 
returned from London and of Oz magazine fame. During its two years of existence it 
attracted artists and performers from a plethora of nationalities and backgrounds. They 
included those who had studied visual arts, such as Australians George Gittoes, Brett 
Whiteley, Bruce Goold, Peter Kingston and Peter Wright, American Jon Lewis and 
Polish-hom Antoinette Starkiewicz; those who had a background in filmmaking, such 
as Albie Thoms, Aggie Read and Mick Glasheen; and those with experience in theatre, 
such as Hungarian-hom Juno Gemes. 
The Yell ow House occupies something of a mythical place in the annals of Australian 
art history, as a venue that transformed the cultural landscape of the time and ushered in 
a new approach to art making.145 While such claims might be a little grand, it was the 
first exhibition venue in Australia that not only collapsed the divisions between high 
and low cultural forms by combining painting and installation with rock concerts and 
cabaret, but also blurred the distinctions between art space and social and living 
environments. This was reflected in its installation spaces, which were open 24 hours a 
day and in a state of constant change. 
These characteristics ofThe Yellow House suggest that it was a manifestation of 
contemporary camivalesque activity in the latter part of the 20th century. However, the 
question must be asked: where exactly do its practices sit within the history of variety 
outlined in the previous chapter? In one respect its interdisciplinary attitude to art 
145 Albie Thoms states, ' What we produced was shamelessly derivative, but we believed it 
was the art of the future that Vincent would have hoped for. Now it is all around us, in 
galleries, movies and television, and is called appropriation' (emphasis in original). 
Joanna Mendelssohn (ed. and trans.), The Yellow House, 1970- 72 (Sydney: s.n., 1990), 
50. 
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making and its embrace of the performative and its popular incarnations link it 
emphatically with the early artistic cabarets of Europe. Indeed, such associations are 
reflected in the performance program of The Yellow House, which included events such 
as 'Dada Soiree', where plays, poems and films of Jarry, Klee, Kandinsky, Marinetti, 
Tzara, Arp, Schwitters, Artaud and Dali were performed and viewed in a homage to the 
culture of the early European avant-garde. 146 
Figure 24. The Yellow House, c.1970. Figure 25. The Yellow House, c. 1970. 
But the variety theatre qualities ofThe Yellow House were complex and cannot be 
traced back solely to the artistic cabaret activity of the early avant-garde. As already 
discussed, associations between Yell ow House artists such as Albie Thoms and The 
Push also contributed to a culture of variety theatre. But perhaps the complexities 
become even more profound when we remember that the group took its name from a 
retreat founded by Vincent Van Gogh in Aries, in the south of France. Van Gogh's 
Yellow House was, in certain respects, in opposition to the variety theatre practices of 
the early avant-garde such as artistic cabaret. Indeed, the Dutch artist was seeking to 
escape rather than engage with the Parisian metropolis and its fragmented performative 
culture. In a letter to his brother Theo he would write: 
146 
One knows one is a cab horse and that one is going to be hitched up to the same old 
cab again - and that one would rather not, and would prefer to live in a meadow, 
with sunshine, a river, other horses for company as free as oneself, and the act of 
Ibid., 40. 
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procreation.147 
In the south of France Van Gogh sought to set up an artist community that would 
flourish through its return to 'an uncorrupted rural innocence' .148 The Yellow House 
was intended as a respite. However, Van Gogh's experiment failed. The only other artist 
to join him in Aries was the French painter Paul Gauguin, and his stay was fraught with 
tension and lasted only eight weeks. In the spring of 1891, not even two years after the 
founding of his southern retreat, Van Gogh would take his life by shooting a bullet into 
his chest. 
The Australian art historian Joanna Mendelson notes that it was Van Gogh' s idealistic 
vision that the artists of the Kings Cross collective embraced. She states, ' the central 
idea behind what was to become the Yellow House was Van Gogh' sfailed ideal of 
brotherly love'( emphasis in origina1). 149 While Van Gogh's utopia may have ended in 
tragedy, Mendelson posits that at the opposite end of the globe, in Sydney, its 
reincarnation flourished. It is somewhat ironic to consider that perhaps Van Gogh failed 
in his search for a southern sanctuary simply because he didn't go south enough! Such 
sentiments seem to be echoed in the words of Albie Thoms, who claimed that ' the 
community of artists in the south that Vincent [had] longed for' was finally ' made 
real ' .150 
Figure. 26. Vincent Van Gogh, The Yellow House, 1888. 
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In the context of a history of variety theatre it is interesting to consider the somewhat 
contradictory notion of a Sydney city-based artists' collective adopting the pastoral 
ideals of a romantic Dutch painter of the 19th century. After all, Van Gogh sought 
creative inspiration in a 'rural innocence' , equating country life with the 'act of 
procreation' .151 How well do such sentiments sit with a chaotic artist performance space 
in the heart of Sydney's entertainment district? Furthermore, to what degree do such 
sentiments clash with The Push culture, which was against the romanticism of escapist 
utopias? 
Rather than looking for the answer in Van Gogh's romantic rural utopia, perhaps we 
should look for it by considering the broader history of variety discussed in the previous 
chapter. For though Van Gogh's desire for the pastoral and the fraternal seems at odds 
with the artistic cultures of metropolitan Paris in the late 19th century, they have, in 
fact, a common progenitor: Van Gogh's rural desires follow a general tendency within 
Parisian bohemia during this period to appropriate a kind of European primitivism. 
In Chapter 1, the historical and formal links between the frenetic variety theatre of the 
metropolis, such as vaudeville and artistic cabaret, and the 'rural' and pre-industrialised 
forms of entertainment in the carnival were made clear. While those links might have 
seemed somewhat tenuous within the mainstream entertainment forms of vaudeville and 
music hall, they were deliberately drawn on by the artists of the early European avant-
garde. This can be demonstrated by the avant-garde's fascination with Rabelais, which 
the historian Phillip Dennis Cate explains as a consequence of artists searching ' the 
depth of their cultural heritage to find a new means to define the French national 
spirit' .152 Seminal artists' collectives such as the infamous Bon Bock, which would 
subsequently influence both Van Gogh's own vision of an artistic brotherhood and 
artistic cabaret, were emblematic of this emergent sensibility.153 Perhaps the most 
theatrical display of this trend was in the interior ofthe artistic cabaret Le Chat Noir, 
which was decorated in the manner of a medieval tavern, with rustic tables and chairs 
and pewter goblets. So setting up a studio in the countryside was only one of the many 
ways in which pre-industrial ideals were being appropriated. 
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The Bon Bock was an artist collective that was spawned out of a disillusionment with 
France' s political system in the wake of the loss of France to Germany in the Prussian 
war and the subsequent brutal destruction of the Paris Commune in 1871. Existing over a 
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It is withln the context of these differing expressions of 'rural' France that the variety 
practices of The Yellow House in Sydney existed. For The Yellow House exhibited 
both tendencies simultaneously. Consider, for example, Van Gogh's notion of creating a 
community of artists in the south, away from the strictures and demands of city life. 
While Sydney was indeed a modern metropolis, the living and working conditions 
within The Yellow House collective contained significant 'rural' or carnivalesque 
sensibilities in terms of time and space. This was because, unlike many of the artistic 
cabarets of Europe, it operated outside any commercial economy. Such circumstances 
were made possible because the participants who occupied the premises didn't have to 
pay rent and were free to come and go as they pleased. This created a performance 
culture with many carnivalesque characteristics, epitomised in its operation and 
accessibility 24 hours a day. If we consider that the first step towards carnival's 
modernisation was its transference into the public house, which formalised a specific 
timetable for recreation and entertainment, then The Yell ow House ostensibly created a 
sanctuary where such restrictions were suspended. 
Yet The Yell ow House collective and its cultural output was also inextricably wedded 
to the city's character, with its politics and its ebbs and flows. As with the early avant-
garde variety movements such as Futurism, the metropolis and its frenetic rhythms and 
its technologies played a major part in informing the house's aesthetic. This is 
demonstrated in works such as Yellow TV, which was produced in 1971. In this 
particular project video was used to reveal ' the flux' between the sculpture work of 
Sydney-based artist Bruce Copping and the activities of 'the Yellow House 
commune' .
154 The result was a fragmented and heterogeneous aesthetic. This was in 
part thanks to the nature of the video form (Yellow TV used 90 tapes), and in part 
because the project was open, and could be contributed to by the broader community. 
Albie Thoms noted of the work that 'anyone who wanted to use the equipment was 
given the opportunity, and that included visitors off the street, and children as well as 
the artists ofthe commune.' 155 The work recalls earlier experiments with film by Thoms 
such as Marinetti (1969), which used a Futurist variety sensibility to tap into the 
carnivalesque tendencies in modem suburbia. In Marinetti images are butted up and 
overlaid over one another in a cacophonous and sensual exploration of the body and its 
place in the crowded tenements of the city. Perhaps in an ode to Marinetti's first 
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manifesto, which suggests a fusion of man and machine, Thoms blends the corporeal 
with the material by scratching and biting the film. 156 
The art of Side FIX - between the variety theatre and post-object art 
While Van Gogh and his romantic idyll was an obsession particular to The Yell ow 
House, the communal living environment and the interdisciplinary art practices that it 
embodied set a variety theatre trend in Sydney's art and performance culture that would 
carry on not just throughout the 1970s, but till the present. This is demonstrated in 
spaces such as Side F !X in Darlinghurst ( 1979-81 ), Art Unit in Annandale ( 1982-85) 
and, more recently, Lanfranchi's in Chippendale (2002--07). Of these communal art 
spaces Side FIX will be discussed here because it emerged at a critical moment in 
Australian art history, when performance as a discipline within the visual arts began to 
be recognised in its own right. Importantly, this notion of 'performance art' was not 
particularly informed by the historical avant-garde cabaret, which was discussed in 
Chapter 1. Instead it was largely dominated by discourses surrounding what was defined 
as post-object art- which itself drew its concept of performance from more of a 
minimalist tradition in art. In this context it is interesting to consider the cabaret 
performance stylings of Side FfX., which can be seen to have intersected with and 
broadened such a definition. 
Side FIX was founded in 1978 by 'East City Group', a group of five Sydney-born artists 
- Richard Maude, Kerryn Stanton, Peter Thorn, Mark Koludrovic and Lyn Lee. Their 
purpose was to establish a radical art community centre that provided a range of 
services and activities. These included the practical, ranging from babysitting to a 
meeting place for local political groups, to the more creative, such as residences for 
artists, performance spaces, exhibition spaces and band and cabaret venues. 157 Behind 
their vision was an indiscriminate approach to art making. In 1979 they declared: 
156 
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Side FIX is a realisation that the arts relate to a wider variety of activities than has 
been traditionally allocated to that field, and that art need not be specialised to the 
It is also worth noting here that such actions as the biting also evoke the ideas of Artaud, 
who was a considerable influence upon Thoms' ideas. 
Side FIX, as a premises, was also used for a The Falcon Street Alternative High School. 
For a detailed description of its many functions within the East Sydney community see 
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extent that it can only be appreciated by initiates.158 
Such a vision would provoke an abundance of interdisciplinary activity incorporating a 
wealth of performance cultures. For instance, it showed experimental cabaret and drag 
acts such as 'Burlesco', run by the Sydney-born dancer Michael Matou, and ' Cabaret 
Conspiracy', produced by Sydney theatre director Jonny Allen and songstress Fifi 
L' amor. It hosted concerts for New Wave Australian bands such as Mental as Anything 
and it was a venue for the 3rd Biennale of Sydney in 1979. In this regard it presented 
experimental sound art such as New Zealand artist Phil Dadson and his group From 
Scratch, and it showed intense masochistic body art actions through the blood-letting of 
Peter Roche. 159 It also had connections to the Fluxus movement through Richard Maude 
who worked with the American Fluxus artists Nam June Paik and Charlotte Moorman 
on their visit to Australia in 1976. 
However, it should be noted, in regard to this diverse performance fare , that Side FIX 
was more than just a venue for hire. Indeed, thanks to its highly democratic, communal 
nature it encouraged an open, engaged, fluid and experimental interaction with these 
varied performance cultures. Perhaps one of the most significant events at Side FIX was 
a performance night that took place every Wednesday, called Sewer-side FIX. Presented 
like a cabaret, Richard Maude explained, ' it was like an open-mike kind of situation; 
people would just get up and give it a go and bomb' .160 In this environment there were 
few restrictions on style or content. 
This inclusive policy at Side FIX was clearly reminiscent of The Yellow House, which 
also had a strong focus on community engagement and development (perhaps best 
typified in their art school, which was known as The Ginger Meggs School of Art)! 6 1 
However, Side FIX sits apart from its predecessor in that it existed in a substantially 
different environment in terms of how performance practices in Australian art were 
being understood. 
During The Yellow House period, performance art practices were fluid and not well 
defined. This is because as an art discipline, performance was yet to be formally 
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conceptualised and critically understood. The Australian performance art theorist Anne 
Marsh notes that 'performance art' as a term wasn't even listed in Art Index (the 'official 
source' for the cataloguing of articles from leading journals and magazines dealing with 
the arts) until 1972-73.162 Instead, the term 'happening', coined by American artist 
Allan Kaprow in 1959, was one of the more prominent expressions used to describe a 
performative action in art, as distinct from theatre.163 
This looser approach to defining performance art practices meant that there was 
arguably less discrimination and a more open appraisal of what performance in art could 
be. The term 'happening', which Marsh defines as 'collective events in which the 
audience participated' , would become the standard phrase used to describe a diverse 
range of art activities that often had no formal or conceptual connection to one 
another.164 For example, 'The Joe Bonomo Story', a collaborative performance at 
Watters Gallery in 1972 which 'celebrated the life of a Hollywood stuntman and body 
builder' , was explained as a 'happening', as was Sydney artist Gary Willis' performance 
'ZZZZ' in 1973 at Canberra City Plaza, which involved a group of men sawing five 
huge logs of wood before breaking for tea.165 Indeed, the entire concept of The Yellow 
House, from its cabaret performances to its interactive installations, was considered a 
'24-hour-a-day happening' , attesting to the almost unlimited scope of the term.166 
However, by the mid-1970s and the time of Side FIX a more specific definition of 
performance art had begun to surface and dominate thinking in this area. This approach 
was broadly understood as post-object art. Critically outlined by Sydney-based art 
theorist Donald Brook in a 1976 essay titled 'Post-object art in Australia and New 
Zealand' , the term 'post-object' intended to account for the manner in which artists 
experimenting with performance and installation were shifting the focus from 
understanding art's material qualities to art's broader political function in society. 
Brook noted that such practices were not a distinct 'style' but rather a 'common 
language' shared by artists who sought to question the legitimacy and function of the art 
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object in the 'Western bourgeois capitalist tradition' .167 Importantly, this radical 
questioning of art practices was not a tendency unique to Australia. As early as 1968, 
American art theorist Lucy Lippard had raised the issue of 'the dematerialization of art' 
and described parallel developments occurring in the United States.168 
It is imperative to note that the understanding of performance within the discourse of 
post-object art practice was not predominantly informed by early avant-garde variety 
theatre. Instead it arose in the visual arts, through movements such as minimalism and, 
later, conceptual art practices. This particular performative trend in art was first 
articulated in 1967 by the conservative American art critic Michael Fried, in his essay 
'Art and Objecthood'. Responding to the emerging sculptural practices of American 
minimalist artists such as Robert Morris (who claimed that minimalism 'takes 
relationships out of the work and makes them a function of space'), Fried declared that 
'a new genre oftheater' was being produced.169 While Fried was somewhat dismissive 
in his assessment of this trend in new sculptural practices, what is significant is that he 
conceptualised a particular theatre in art that was distinct from other performance forms 
such as artistic cabaret. 
This minimalist performance paradigm is what Brook drew on when he contextualised 
the performance art practices within post-object art. Significantly, it is this focus that 
renders Brook's reading particularly narrow, and ultimately exclusive of performance 
work in the arts that has cabaret tendencies. Indeed when he does touch on the idea of a 
variety theatre in art he shows no desire to engage with it in any meaningful way. 
Instead he repudiates such practices 'as multi-sensory antics of the most bizarre and 
vulgar kinds' .170 
While Brook's post-object critique was not the only definition of performance art 
practices in the 1970s, it was nevertheless demonstrative of a certain post-minimalist 
performance paradigm that dominated and limited the thinking in this area. This is 
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reflected in the attitudes of more open-minded performance curators in Australia, such 
as Noel Sheridan. 
As early as 1975 Sheridan would argue 'strongly against too-tight definitions and 
categories within Post-Object Art', believing that to limit the discourse in such a way 
would ossify its practices and create a bland culture of performance art which he 
describes as 'everyone' s-idea-of-how-to-make-art-easily-and-fast' .171 In this Sheridan 
was far more open-minded than Brook. Yet despite such an unprejudiced attitude, 
Sheridan's articulation of variety theatre practices in art nevertheless ultimately lacked 
critical substance. This thesis argues that this was because he didn' t engage 
substantially with any such art beyond the post-minimal performance reading. It is as if 
he desires to broaden the definition of post-object art but does not have the language or 
critical framework with which to do it. This is demonstrated when he discusses the 
contribution of Side FIX to an event he curated in 1980 called 'Performance Week' at 
The Experimental Art Foundation in Adelaide. In describing Side FIX' s contribution, 
Sheridan states: 
The work of Side FIX has strong elements of cabaret; in Sydney, this group works 
mostly for people outside the art community. The obligation to be entertaining and 
accessible is something the group takes into serious account (Emphasis in 
original ).172 
Sheridan notes that what characterised the Side FIX performances as cabaret was their 
accessibility and entertainment value. However, in terms of the definition of variety 
theatre outlined in Chapter 1, the relationship between cabaret and the Side FIX 
performance culture is significantly more complex. Consider, for example, the work 
' Walking the Line, Drinking the Wine' , performed by Richard Maude as part of the 
Side FIX performance night. In the Performance Week catalogue the work was 
described as follows: 
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Richard sat in a chair in an oversized boiler suit drinking from a flagon. He then 
invited people to ask the artist questions. A spot light was worked over the 
audience. Richard proceeded to prove his sobriety by drawing a line and very 
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was on his back. This hit a spot light trained on the floor. Blackout. 173 
There is in the description of this work significant indication of a variety theatre 
sensibility that goes beyond a simple 'entertaining accessibility ' . Take, for example, the 
' oversized boiler suit' , 'the scuttling up a ladder' and the ' fake body' falling from the 
ceiling. Maude here could arguably be enacting some kind of abstract contemporary 
farce thanks to the use of imagery such as 'exaggerated garmenting' and ' simulated 
death', which recall a kind ofCommedia dell'arte imagery.174 
However, what makes Maude ' s performance an interesting example of performance 
from this period is the way in which the work could be seen to be intersecting with 
Brook's conception of post-object art. For example, when Maude draws a line and then 
walks it to prove his sobriety there is a suggestion of a kind of endurance performance 
grounded in conceptual art practices. This type of action, championed by Brook for its 
austere means of communication, was pioneered in Australia by Sydney-born artists 
such as Peter Kennedy and Mike Parr at Inhibodress Gallery, which was established in 
Woolloomooloo in the early 1970s. Parr's performances during this period would often 
entail his testing the limits of a written statement. In a series of performance works 
between 1971-1972 titled 'Idea Demonstrations' , he masochistically followed scripts 
such as 'Hold your finger in a candle flame for as long as possible' and 'Hold your 
breath for as long as possible' .175 
Maude's action is similar in that he aims to test and communicate his body' s limits 
under duress, but unlike Parr, his interpretation is considerably less violent and instead 
is infused with popular theatrical imagery and humour. This is suggested through the 
farcical elements already described but perhaps more importantly it is raised through the 
significant role of alcohol in the performance. Notwithstanding the plethora of imagery 
associated with drinking and the festive spirit, in this instance alcohol raises the spectre 
of carnival because it implicitly destabilises the coherence of the endurance action. 
Consider, for example, when Parr bums his fmger in a candle flame. It is imperative 
that he is in complete command of his facilities so that the idea he wishes to 
communicate remains unified and autonomous. As Australian art critic David Bromfield 
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notes, Parr wanted to communicate art as an idea 'with social dimensions which could 
not be bracketed by aesthetic judgments' 176 There must be no misunderstanding in 
Parr's Marxist ' art' as he renounces the aesthetics of the commercial system of 
representation. In contrast, Maude's inebriation muddies such a message, opening up 
the endurance act and the post-object critical discourse to a more expansive and 
heterogeneous culture of popular imagery. 
Figure 27. Mike Parr, Hold your 
finger in a candle flame for as 
long as possible, 1972. 
Figure 28. Hold your breath for as long as possible, 1972. 
In this sense it could be argued that Maude's performance is something of a parody of 
Brook's definition of post-object art. Importantly, it is not the parody of 'modern satire' 
that Bakhtin might declare an act of ridicule from a lofty position of exclusion. 177 
Instead it is an act that seeks to broaden the definition of what might be possible in 
terms of creative expression under a post-object critical framework. 
Through this discussion of variety theatre and its permutations in Sydney we can see 
that the manner in which the historical form of the variety theatre has been received in 
the Antipodes has been quite distinct from that of Europe. For instance, unlike the early 
European avant-garde, its Australian counterpart was fashioned largely through 
interdisciplinary relationships with the design and architecture industries. There were no 
moves within these circles to appropriate and harness the popular appeal of vaudeville. 
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Furthermore, in Sydney's turn of the century bohemian cultures there were reactionary 
tendencies that discouraged the fashioning of an art that blurred the divisions between 
the high and the low. In this respect, to trace a lineage through which Sydney's variety 
cultures of the 1970s emerged, this chapter was obliged to look beyond such histories. 
Instead, it examined The Push movement ofthe 1950s. This provided a basis for 
understanding how a variety sensibility would emerge through The Push's social 
behaviours and the way they challenged high and low cultural divides through a kind of 
bodily protest. Out of such cultures would emerge The Yell ow House and subsequently 
Side FIX, which would inculcate within Australian performance art practices a variety 
tradition that arguably continues today. Such an analysis has ultimately demonstrated 
that not enough attention has been paid to the performance output of 1970s collectives 
such as Side FIX and The Yellow House and to its place within a history of variety 
theatre. Without a doubt, because of this oversight there has been a subsequent failure 
within much of the writing and criticism in the field of performance art in Australia to 
properly consider the impact such practices have had in shaping the cultural landscape. 
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Chapter 3 
Intersections between variety and the post-object in 
Sydney in 201 0 
There has been a tendency within contemporary performance art in Sydney for artists to 
use historic variety theatre approaches to reassess and re·enact post-object art. This is an 
interesting development when we remember that historically, the post-object and 
popular forms of performance such as cabaret and vaudeville have been critically 
opposed to one another. However, in a radical gesture this opposition is now being 
challenged. Through critique, parody and ambivalent laughter artists are not only 
bringing a theatrical dimension that has previously been strange to conceptualisations of 
the post-object, but they are also, in certain cases, revealing a popular variety sensibility 
to be implicit within it. 
This chapter will explore this development by first extending the discussion in the 
previous chapter about the difficult relationship between post-object art and notions of 
variety theatre. Having set up this conflict or dichotomy, it will then explore the work of 
three Sydney-based practitioners who problematise this separation. This will involve a 
discussion of Sydney based performance group Brown Council's critiquing of the post-
object through grotesque laughter, the author's alter-ego, Renny Kodgers, 
problematising the authenticity ofthe post-object body, and the Sydney born Tom 
Isaacs and Sach Catts' re-enactment- inebriated- of Australian post-object artists Peter 
Kennedy and Mike Parr's 'idea demonstrations'. 
The absence of variety theatre in post-object art 
The relationship between variety theatre and post-object art has been touched on in 
Chapters 1 and 2 of this thesis, but it has not been entirely resolved. For instance, in 
Chapter 1 it was suggested that through post-object art's ancillary, body art, there was a 
radical form of variety theatre being enacted as the artist 's body replaced the cabaret 
stage as the site for the presentation of ideas. In contrast, Chapter 2 claimed that post-
object art was potentially antithetical to variety theatre because it could be seen to be 
derived not from experimental cabaret but from the dematerialised art object of 
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minimalism. On the surface these two points of view might seem to conflict with one 
another. However, what needs to be made apparent is that the absence of variety theatre 
within the post-object was a consequence of certain artists and critics who had 
ideological prejudices against variety theatre because of its associations with theatre and 
entertainment. This bias was not necessarily indicative of all the work that was 
produced within the post-object discourse. 
From the outset it must be acknowledged that while critics such as Donald Brook and 
Sydney-born writer Terry Smith have significantly overlooked the variety tendencies in 
the post-object, their writing was not entirely devoid of references to concepts that 
could be considered camivalesque. For instance, Brook discusses the idea of the post-
object as reflective of an art that is ' ideologically continuous with life' .178 In a similar 
fashion, Terry Smith, in The Situation Now: Object or Post-Object Art (1971), stated: 
art is an activity continuous with life, not a special sort of activity separate from 
life. Art should draw its form and content from our life systems, our social 
communication systems, our ideas of what we are in the world. 179 
If we recall that Russian philosopher Mikhail Bahktin once noted that, 'while carnival 
lasts, there is no life outside of it', then Brook and Smith' s post-object criticism can be 
seen as evoking a variety theatre sensibility. However, a socially engaged creative 
culture should not be automatically equated with a notion of the carnivalesque. Indeed, 
while there may be allusions to a non-hierarchical, socially integrated philosophy of art 
in Brook and Smith's writing, there is also a noticeable absence ofthe humorous and 
grotesque body. Instead we see a movement towards understanding the performance 
works of the post-object through the heady intellectualism of conceptual art discourse. 
The conceptual art movement arose in the late 1960s out of minimal ism, through the 
writings and practices of Australian artists such as Ian Bum and Mel Ramsden and 
American-born artists such as Joseph Kosuth, Mel Bochner and Sol LeWitt. 180 While 
the lineage of the movement can be traced to a variety of art historical discourses, it was 
arguably LeWitt's seminal 1967 essay in Artforum, ' Paragraphs on Conceptual Art' , 
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that set out many of the ideas behind the movement.181 In the essay LeWitt notes, 'It is 
the objective of the artist who is concerned with conceptual art to make his work 
mentally interesting to the spectator, and therefore usually he would want it to become 
emotionally dry.' 182 It is important to note that the main reason LeWitt focused on the 
notion of art as 'concept' was to stake out a creative language that was not beholden to 
an elite artistic, formalist aesthetic style, as laid out by American critic Clement 
Greenberg.183 As a consequence, he frames his position as distinctly removed from the 
'emotional' and the 'expressive' . In this championing of the ' mental', LeWitt precludes 
the debasing bodily experience that is so characteristic of the carnivalesque and variety 
theatre. 
While Brook was not, strictly speaking, involved with the conceptual art movement, his 
position was nevertheless closely aligned with a focus on the cerebral understanding of 
art. 184 This was notably demonstrated when in 1975 he wrote an important critical essay 
on Sydney artist Imants Tillers, focusing on his early 1970s conceptual period. Brook 
boldly titled the article, 'The Redefinition of Art in Australia' . Throughout the essay he 
praises Tillers as an artist of significant intellect, an attribute Brook considers vital in 
terms of the future of art practices. He writes, 'imagination and intelligence are still 
respected, but intelligence especially has eclipsed the old sloppy idolatry of"felt 
quality" as a main artistic virtue' . 185 In the essay Brook repeatedly invokes this notion 
of a viewing experience that elevates the importance of the intellectually engaged 
spectator in a manner that is clearly reminiscent ofLeWitt's ' Paragraphs on Conceptual 
Art'. The post-object artist, according to Brook, understands that ' artistic perception, 
like any other sort, is not a matter of sensation-having but of information-getting' .186 
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However, what is perhaps most telling in this critical appraisal of Tillers' work is 
Brook's choice of Tillers as his subject for a 'redefinition of art in Australia'. Tillers, 
among all his post-object art contemporaries - who include artists such as Tim Johnson, 
Peter Kennedy and Joan Grounds - is arguably the artist most detached from a kind of 
carruvalesque bodily expression. Consider, for example, the performance work 
Enclosure (1973), which Brook focuses on in his essay. In the work Tillers pitches two 
tents, one on either side of a 30 foot diameter circle marked out on a Sydney beach. He 
then proceeds to methodically transfer sand from the inside of one tent into the other. 
The performance is concluded when one tent is filled solid with sand and the other is 
hollowed out. While the artist's body is very much present in this piece as Tillers 
laboriously goes about his task, it is not the regenerative, humorous body of carnival. 
On the contrary, it is a body that is muted by the mundane physical labour of shovelling 
sand. As performance theorist Anne Marsh observes, it is a body that is 'physically 
fatigued' .187 Fatigue plays no part in the language of the carnivalesque. This is because 
fatigue implies that an action is slowing down and coming to an end. The humorous 
carnivalesque body in contrast never tires, even in death it continues to regenerate and 
be reborn. 
Figure 29. lmants Tillers, Enclosure, 1973. 
This fatigued body that slowly withers away is an apt metaphor for Brook's approach to 
contextualising post-object performance art. Throughout his writing he is reticent 
concerning the function of the artist' s body and its potential to convey and develop 
187 Anne Marsh, Body and Self Performance Art in Australia 1969- 92 (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press [OUP], 1993), 56. 
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ideas. Perhaps this is because it would involve placing too much importance on the 
'sensorial' as opposed to the 'informational'. 188 Tiller's Enclosure can, from this 
perspective, be seen as an attractive case study, since his body can be easily removed 
from the consideration of the work. Indeed, throughout his discussion of Enclosure 
Brook emphasises the strategic qualities of Tillers' project, praising the 'hermetic' 
nature of the piece, which he claims is ultimately 'of and about art' . 189 The physical 
labour that propels the piece to its conclusion is little considered. 
But it is not simply Brook's eschewing of the body that excludes, or at least 
distances, post-object art from a variety theatre reading (indeed, in the work of post-
object artists such as Mike Parr the body is given ample exposure). It is also the 
reluctance of Parr and Brook to associate the post-object with any kind of theatrical 
representation. If we recall, one of the major developments in performance art in the 
postwar period was its separation from the traditional stage. While this separation 
was anticipated in avant-garde cabaret circles through figures such as French 
dramatist Antonin Artaud, post-object practitioners and writers took great pains to 
distinguish themselves from any rhetoric that might conjure up a commonality with 
theatre. Australian performance historian Anne Marsh notes that post-object critics 
and artists focused on themes such as ' real time and space' and on ' action rather 
than imitation' to frame their position within performance history. 190 This attitude is 
emphatically demonstrated in a statement made by Mike Parr in 1978: 
Performance art is 'action' . . . unmediated by the traditional ' object of 
contemplation' or the thin empathy of a Theatre of lllusion ... and that is why I 
think it so important to distinguish between performance art as theatre and 
entertainment and performance art as concrete expressionism. 191 
Parr's statement is indicative of the pervasive desire within the post-object movement to 
isolate its performance from all forms of theatrical representation. Yet perhaps what is 
most notable in this quote is how Parr declared this position: he specifically conflates 
variety theatre (which he terms 'entertainment') with dramatic theatre. This is of course 
a problematic association, since these two forms of cultural expression, as demonstrated 
in Chapter 1, were not only distinct but were in direct opposition to one another. But 
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more importantly, it overlooks the important history that post-object art and variety 
theatre might possibly share through avant-garde practitioners such as Artaud, who 
formed their ideas through the idea of an experimental avant-garde variety theatre. 
The lasting effect of post-object art's anti-theatrical bias has arguably been to isolate its 
cultural production from a broader history of performance practice. This has been 
observed by Anne Marsh, when she notes that in response to the 'high seriousness' of 
1970s post-object art a 'younger generation of artists' turned to performance practices 
outside post-object discourse to develop their ideas.192 Marsh cites one such inspiration 
as Adelaide-born artist Aleks Danko, whose 'humorous' and playful approach to 
performance: 
helped to neutralize the high seriousness of experimental art. This in tum made the 
performances more widely accessible and, one could argue, more attuned to an 
Australian culture that had a history of satire dating back to Barry Humphries and 
earlier. 193 
What is interesting in Marsh's observation is not simply that artists in the 1980s were 
looking for a more expansive understanding of performance, one that included a kind of 
Australian vaudevillian tradition; it is the implication that post-object art was not able to 
be included in this intersection of art and popular performance because of its perceived 
'seriousness'. This of course was a direct result of the strategies post-object artists and 
practitioners employed to distance themselves from a broader history of performance. 
We can see this position in the writing of Donald Brook, for example. Brook avoided 
addressing the actual artist's body and its relationship to a history of grotesque realism 
by focusing on the ' intellectual' and an art of ideas. But it was also perpetuated by 
artists such as Mike Parr, who, despite his prioritisation of the body, wanted to distance 
himself from any theatrical act that might be considered symbolic, illusory and lacking 
in 'concrete' communication. 
Brown Council: expanding post-object art through laughter 
If there is a noticeable difference in artists' responses in recent times to post-object art it 
is that they are no longer reticent about adapting its language and ideas into a broader 
192 
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conception of performance. This is demonstrated in the work of performance collective 
Brown Council, who far from being dissuaded by post-object art's 'seriousness', have 
sought to expand its discourse through variety-based laughter. This is a radical gesture 
if we consider how foreign humorous, guttural expression appears in conceptions of 
post-object art as outlined by critics such as Brook. However, as Brown Council take 
the heady intellectualism of post-object art and draw it downwards into the culture of 
the body through mirth, we see that intellectually based art does not necessarily have to 
exclude the festive qualities of popular performance. 
Brown Council is a performance group made up of four artists: Frances Barrett, Kelly 
Do ley, Kate Blackmore and Diane Smith. The group formed in 2005 out of a student 
society within Sydney's College of Fine Arts, The University ofNSW called 'Drama 
Club', and subsequently established strong connections to Sydney's experimental art 
cabaret culture through their association with the Chippendale artist commune and 
experimental theatrical venue, Lanfranchi' s. 194 This is an important connection to 
acknowledge, because it demonstrates the ongoing influence of Sydney's communal 
interdisciplinary art spaces to fuel an environment for creative cultures to try out 
unlikely connections within the arts. 195 As Kelly Ooley notes, Lanfranchi's was a place 
where the group could 'experiment and have a crazy time, without many restrictions' .196 
Of course it would be overreaching to imply that Brown Council's experiences at 
Lanfranchi' s were behind their desire to create an intersection between post-object art 
and popular strategies of entertainment. However, such environments, which naturally 
collapsed divisions between art, theatre and entertainment, certainly pointed the way for 
such experiments to be attempted. 
Before we explore the way in which Brown Council have used variety to critique post 
object art, it is important to first consider how Brown Council's performance work 
relates formally and conceptually to post-object art history. From a formal perspective, 
Brown Council can be seen to have directly appropriated visual aspects of the post-
object legacy through an engagement with the video and photographic documentation 
style of this seminal 1970s period. This can be seen in video works such as One Hour 
Laughter (2009) and Big Show (2009), which adopt the fixed camera position and the 
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Kelly Ooley, interview by Mark Shorter, 2009. 
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austere plain background that was common to much post-object video work. 197 There is 
also the direct appropriation of actions. In What Do I Do? 1970--2009 (2009), Brown 
Council blindfold themselves and attempt to dodge balls being thrown at them from an 
unknown source. This is a literal appropriation of the American artist Vito Acconci's 
1970 work Three Adaptation Studies - Blindfolded Catching, where the artist, also 
blindfolded, withstands a barrage of ball projectiles. Through this appropriation and the 
specific tirneframe in the title of the work, Brown Council suggest a continuity with 
Acconci ' s seminal1970s performances. The question, 'what do I do?' could very well 
be read as an inquiry as to how to interpret Acconci's significant post-object 
performance legacy today. 
Figure 30. Vito Acconci , 
Adaptation Studies -
Blindfolded Catching, 1970. 
Figure 3 I. Brown Co unci I, What Do I Do? 1970-2009, 2009. 
On a more conceptual Level we can see the group engaging with common post-object art 
themes such as masochism and endurance. This is demonstrated in One Hour Laughter 
(2009), where the four artists stand in a circle and force themselves to laugh 
continuously for 60 minutes. It is also evoked in Big Show (2009), where a member of 
the group force-feeds herself bananas until she regurgitates. Testing the limits of the 
body through acts of aggression upon the self (both physical and mental) were common 
197 Examples of this ascetic, pared back aesthetic can be seen in Idea Demonstrations ( 1972) 
by Mike Parr and Peter Kennedy and in American artist Vito Acconci's video works, 
such as Three Adapt ion Studies ( 1970) and Undertone (1972). This formal quality can be 
seen to have emerged because many of these performances took place in white-walled, 
empty gallery spaces. But they were also a consequence of artists wanting to remove any 
extraneous signifiers from the scene. 
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strategies in the post-object art of the 1970s. Acts of masochism were considered a way 
to move beyond the illusionism of the theatre by producing 'real' pain and 'real' 
damage upon the body. They were also a means to move art away from an aesthetic 
inquiry and into a social debate, raising issues such as the disenfranchising of the 
individual in modern democratised societies. 198 The American performance theorist 
Kathy O' Dell explains that acts of masochism 'pointed out the dematerialisation of 
accountability on the part of society-at-large through a materialization of the 
vulnerability of the body-as-object' (emphasis in original). 199 These ideas can be seen to 
be evoked in works such as Five Day Locker Piece (1971), where American artist Chris 
Burden spent five days enclosed in a 2' x 2' x 3' locker at the University of California at 
Irvine. Likewise, in a more direct act of physical aggression upon the body, Mike Parr 
performed Integration 3 (leg spiral) (1975), a work where he lit a piece of fuse wire that 
was wrapped around his calf. As the wire burned it left a seared, spiral scar down his 
leg. 
Figure 32. Chris Burden, Five 
Day Locker Piece, 1971 . 
Figure 33. Mike Parr, Integration 3 (Leg 
spiral), 1975. 
While Brown Council engage in this particular history of masochism in art they also 
problematise it by conflating and reading it through imagery that is unmistakably 
derived from the popular stage. Consider, for example, Big Show, where the group wear 
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cone-shaped dunce hats and thick, black stick-on eyebrows, as made famous by the 
American vaudeville and Hollywood comedians the Marx Brothers. This vaudevillian 
theme is then continued through the use of slapstick humour and lame gags, which are 
performed as endurance tasks. For example, the banana-vomiting action is presented as 
a ludicrous magic trick. Each time a banana ' disappears', another banana is pulled from 
out of a hiding place in the artist's oversized pants. On each occasion the artist 
impassively declares 'magic'. In another sketch two members of the group stand 
opposite each other and slap one other on the face until their cheeks burn red from the 
prolonged exchange. 
Figure 34. Brown Council, Big Show, 2008. 
There is an unnerving masochism in these tasks. However, they are significantly distinct 
from their post-object art forebears. This is because they are not actions that claim to 
reject theatrical representation by revealing the unmediated 'real ' body through pain. On 
the contrary, Brown Council embrace popular theatrical signifiers to challenge and 
complicate the masochistic act. In this sense, instead of distinguishing between the 
symbolic and the real, they produce an ambivalent space between the two. This creates a 
unique disjuncture with respect to both the variety and the post-object art histories that 
the work draws on. It leaves us to ponder: are we looking at a post-object performance 
work reinterpreted as a type of vaudeville sketch? Or are we observing a music hall act 
that has destroyed its spectacular presence and deteriorated into some kind of primal 
masochistic task? Brown Council, through works such as Big Show, propose that it is 
possible to occupy both these positions simultaneously. Indeed, their work could be 
seen to suggest that these disparate fields of performance are not so foreign to one 
another, and in fact share a common progenitor in the imagery of carnival. 
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However, Brown Council's work does not simply con:flate these two separate discourses 
of performance. It also deliberately employs variety theatre strategies to expand post-
object art's ascetic tropes and to question its implicit cerebral 'seriousness'. This can be 
seen in their video work One Hour Laughter (2009). This work is significant because it 
approaches post-object art's formal austere structure in a different manner from Big 
Show. In Big Show, Brown Council use specific variety gags to disrupt post-object 
forms and concepts. In One Hour Laughter there are no such devices. Instead the four 
artists stand together and employ only their open guffawing mouths to question post-
object art's cerebral bias. 
Figure 35. Brown Council, One Hour Laughter, 2008. 
This is an interesting strategy, especially when we consider that grotesque bodily 
sounds are not foreign to post-object art. During Mike Parr's Hold your finger in a 
candle flame for as long as possible ( 1972) we hear the soft groans of Parr as he 
stoically withstands the growing heat of the flame. However, Parr' s bodily sounds are 
very much detached from the ascetic image presented. Indeed, in his video piece all we 
see is the fmger and the flame. In this manner the grotesque sound, while audible, plays 
something of a peripheral role in the work. Brown Council's guttural laughter, in 
contrast, is completely visible. Indeed, far from being an effect of the action it drives the 
work from beginning to conclusion. The result is a strange amalgamation between the 
austere minimalist aesthetic (four artists standing in front of a white background) and 
the almost endless heterogeneous vocal expressions being conjured up as the group 
creatively makes the laughter last 60 minutes. 
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Sydney writer Josephine Skinner has noted of this performance that it 'sucks the fun 
right out of laughing'. 200 Skinner is referring to the difficulty in making the action last 
for one hour. Yet while a certain discomfort is apparent in the action, Skinner's 
observation is arguably only considering the act of laughter from the perspective of a 
modem sense of humour. Moreover, it is perhaps only interpreting this work as a post-
object endurance exercise, without taking into account its considerable variety 
sensibilities. In contrast, if we approach Brown Council's laughter from the perspective 
of a broader history of mirth we can see that it reflects the carnivalesque concept that 
humour is not solely partnered with pleasure, but is also ambivalently associated with 
tragedy. As Bakhtin notes, in antique culture 'the laughing aspect of life' did not 
exclude tragedy~ on the contrary, it 'coexisted with it'.201 In this regard, what is 
important to note from Brown Council's one hour of laughter is not the tedium of the 
act but the wildly creative zone that such a challenge produces. It is inherently 
regenerative. As the group propel the action for the full hour, they are forced to explore 
the limits of the body and the sounds that it can produce.Z02 
By reinterpreting the post-object discourse through the imagery of carnival and the 
popular stage, Brown Council compel us to reassess the historical variety/post-object 
opposition. Through works such as Big Show we can see Brown Council bringing out a 
latent variety aspect within post-object art. This is not to say that actions such as Chris 
Burden's Locker Piece or even Vito Acconci's Adaptation Series would necessarily be 
at home on a music hall stage. However, Brown Council suggest we should not discount 
the potential theatricality of such a post-object art legacy _2°3 
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In an uncanny way it recalls the German Dadaist Hugo Ball and his recital of the poem 
'Karawane' on the stage ofthe Cabaret Voltaire in 1916. This nonsensical ballad, inspired 
(ironically) by Indigenous Australian verse, also pushed Ball's vocal capacity to the limit, 
producing wildly creative guttural sounds. 
Consider, for instance, how Burden incarcerates himself publicly on the campus of the 
University of California. Such a staging ironically recalls the escapist acts of American 
vaudeville performer Harry Houdini. Houdini was known to imprison himself in all 
manner of confined spaces and in public locations, from the inside of a whale to an 
oversized football. Like Burden, his performances also highlighted an uneasy relationship 
between the artist and the police (Burden was arrested for creating a false emergency 
whereas Houdini challenged the police to incarcerate him so he could undermine their 
authority by breaking free). In this manner we might like to consider that what ultimately 
distinguishes these two acts is not that one is vaudeville and the other is post-object. 
Instead, their difference perhaps lies in how they express the carnival body. Houdini 
makes his ultimate statement by thwarting his self-imposed impri sonment and breaking 
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Renny Kodgers: problematising the authentic post-object body 
One of the principal themes that has been maintained within the practice and criticism 
of post-object art has been the notion that it produces an 'authentic' representation of 
the artist's body and that this entity overcomes theatrical illusionism. Such a claim 
draws clear parallels with a concept of carnival, which, as Bakhtin reminds us, also 
breaks down the division between the performer and the spectator because, ' it does not 
know footlights' .204 However, while there is this common ground between post-object 
art and the carnivalesque, there is also a contradiction. This lies in the presentation of 
the post-object body itself. Notably without make-up, costume or affect, such austerity 
is considerably foreign to the heterogeneous and excessive camivalesque body. Playing 
on these concerns is the work ofthe author. Using a fictional, hyper-masculine persona 
known as Renny Kodgers, the author ironically addresses the concept of the 
unadulterated post-object body, suggesting that the ideas about intersubjectivity that it 
raises are not necessarily devoid of theatricality. 
The author has been producing performance work through the Renny Kodgers alter-ego 
since 2005. Kodgers is a spoonerism on the well-known American country music singer 
Kenny Rogers and a broad satire on American cultural dominance at the end of the 20th 
century .205 The character was initially conceived as a nightclub act to be performed 
within Sydney's underground cabaret scene, and can thus be seen to exist within a 
tradition of transgressive alter-ego performance expressed through the Australian 
vaudeville stage.206 However, in 2006 the author took the Kodgers character out of the 
nightclub setting and engaged its variety strategies within a contemporary art context. 
This was dramatically enacted in Imaginame sin ti (2006), a work performed at the 
graduate show at the Sydney College ofthe Arts, The University of Sydney. During the 
204 
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lmportantly, Kodgers does not lampoon America directly ; rather, he is a satire of how 
America is perceived in Australia. For a full account of the creation and ideas behind 
Renny Kodgers see Jesse Stein, "Renny Kodgers: Love Songs, Alter-Egos and the 
Performing Male Subject in Australian Art," FNews Magazine September(2007).Jesse 
Stein, 'Renny Kodgers: Love Songs, Alter-Egos and the Performing Male Subject in 
Australian Art', FNews Magazine, September 2007. 
This history includes artists who have created alter-egos which have graced both the 
popular stage and television. It includes the likes of Roy Rene's ( 1891- 1954) character 
'Mo', Barry Humphries' (b. 1934) 'Dame Edna Everage' and Garry Macdonald 's (b. 
1948) Norman Gunston. 
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opening, Kodgers disrupted the exhibition by entering the school grounds in a white 
limousine. Throughout the event he never left the car; instead he lured members of the 
audience into its back seat. Once inside he seduced them with strawberries, champagne 
and a series of scripted 'dares' that encouraged sexually provocative behaviour?07 
Figure 36. Mark Sh011er, Jmaginame sin ti, 2006. 
lmaginame sin ti (2006) is an important work in the collection of Renny Kodgers 
performances that run from 2005 to the present. It was the first instance of vaudeville 
performance techniques being enacted in the same environment as post-object strategies 
of presentation. In one respect, it is firmly rooted in a vaudevillian tradition of 
performance. Kodgers might have been far from the cabaret stage, but he was still very 
much connected to its histories and its techniques. This is demonstrated in the 
presentation of the actual Kodgers alter-ego, which draws parallels with past popular 
vaudevillian Australian identities such as Dame Edna Everage and Norman Gunston. It 
can also be seen in the off-the-cuff banter that the artist employed to cajole and entertain 
207 Mark Shorter, Jmaginame sin ti (2006). 
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those who entered the limousine. American performance theorist Marvin Carlson has 
termed such actions ·walkabouts', where vaudevillian performers 'improvise 
interactions with the general public' outside the safe confines of the theatre.208 
Improvisation is also very much a strategy of the post-object- it just manifests itself 
differently. The Canada based performance theorist Amelia Jones notes, the potential 
for improvisation (in the post-object) can be observed in 'scripted scenes that are open 
to audience engagement'.209 An example ofthis approach to performance is the poetic 
instructional pieces by the Japanese born artist Y oko Ono. In her artist's book 
Grapefruit (first published in 1964) Ono published a series of scripted scores, which 
were written to be contemplated and enacted by the audience. They included, Painting 
to Exist only When it's Copied or Photographed (1964 Spring), which instructed, 'Let 
people copy or photograph your paintings. Destroy the originals.'210 While the use of a 
script may seem incongruous with the idea of improvisation, it should be noted that the 
script in instructional works like Ono's were only a starting point. Indeed, the open-
ended nature of the instructions and the unknown potential of how they may play out 
created implicitly improvisational situations. 
Imaginame sin ti employs this improvisational strategy through the scripted commands 
that audience members were asked to read and then act out. For example, it asked 
spectators to interpretively perform, ' use your tongue to whisper sweet nothings into 
Renny's ear' ?11 While there are similarities here to Ono's instructional pieces it should 
be noted that Imaginame sin ti's commands are more overtly visceral and not as 
introspective. Kodgers' instructions were written to be impulsively acted upon in a 
highly sexualised manner, prioritising touch and taste over a cerebral contemplation. 
These particular audience engagements in Imaginame sin ti can be seen as a harbinger 
of the more pronounced engagement with post-object performativity apparent in 
subsequent Kodgers works, such as The Heat is ... On! (2007) and The Model (2007-
10). Here there is a noticeable development from lmaginame sin ti's play on art, text 
and action as the ideas of post-object art are brought into contention through a more 
208 
209 
210 
211 
Marvin A. Carlson, Performance: A Critical Introduction (London: Routledge, 1996). 
This genre of performance has a rich tradition in Australia, especially in the work of 
Barry Humphries. See Barry Humphries, More Please (London: Viking, 1992), 11 7. 20. 
Amelia Jones, 'Performance as Improvisation: Aesthetics, Live Art, and the Problem of 
History ' (Artspace, 201 0). 
Ibid. 
Mark Shorter, fmaginame sin ti (2006). 
90 
specific display of the artist's body and its function as a performative device. For 
example, in the earlier Kodgers pieces the author used the persona as a kind of 
grotesque, art-savvy interlocutor, a dandy whose image was presented through a well-
pressed suit. Later, in The Model and The Heat is ... On!, the author defrocks his 
creation, revealing a strangely ambivalent expression of the naked male form, which, as 
we shall see, critiques the authenticity of the post-object body by amplifying an identity 
that hovers between the real and the fictional. 
In post-object discourse, the artist's body is a core strategy in the display and production 
of ideas. Notably without theatrical devices such as makeup or costume, it presents 
itself as a pared-back identity, devoid of pretence and affect. American performance 
artist Vito Acconci notes: 
If the artist is a performer, in action, his presence alone produces signs and marks. 
The information he provides necessarily concerns the source of information, 
himself, and cannot be solely about some absent object.212 
In contrast to the traditional dramatic theatre, where the 'source of information' exists in 
a play written by an absent author, it is this focus on the ' presence' of the actual artist 
that produces performance in post-object art. This is demonstrated in Acconci's seminal 
performance work, Performance Test (1969). In the work Acconci sits on the stage of a 
theatre and with the house lights on unnervingly returns the stare of the audience in the 
auditorium. As time passes, what occurs is a strange reversal of roles as, to quote 
Acconci, 'the gaze of the audience ... is turned back on itself . 213 This action essentially 
illustrates the intersubjective experience that the post-object artist strives for: a 
breakdown of the ' fourth wall' through the ' presence alone ' of the artist. 214 
It is this unadulterated 'presence' that becomes the primary strategy within which post-
object practitioners believe themselves to be breaking down the ' traditionally sacrosanct 
boundaries between artist and audience' . 2 15 As Mike Parr notes in his extensive essay 
on performance art from the 1970s, Beyond the Pale - Reflections on Performance Art, 
212 
213 
214 
21 5 
Vito Acconci , ' Some Notes on Activity and Performance, ' Interfunktionen 5, I 970: 13 8. 
Vito Acconci, 'Notes on Work,' Avalanche 6, 1972. 
The fourth wall is a reference to the invisible border of the proscenium that divides the 
audience from the performer, which is achieved through the 'presence alone' of the artist. 
See Charles R. Garoian, Performing Pedagogy: Toward an Art of Politics (Albany: State 
University ofNew York, 1999), 13. 
Parr, ' Beyond the Pale - Reflections on Performance Art'. 
91 
'the artist as material is literally the subject and object of [this] process' .216 It is worth 
noting that this attitude continues to be pervasive today. This perhaps is epitomised in 
the work of the Serbian-born performance artist Marina Abramovic. Abramo vic, an 
artist who has been producing performances in the post-object field since the late 1960s, 
titled her retrospective at the Museum of Modem Art, New York The Artist is Present 
(2010). For the event, a newly commissioned work, eponymously titled, was produced. 
It involved the artist openly inviting the public to sit opposite her at a table. Those who 
chose to participate were requested to ' remain silent' so that the presence of Abramovic 
could be appreciated in the fullest sense.217 
Figure 37. Vito Acconci, Performance Test, 1969. 
Figure 38. Marina Abramovic, The Artist is Present, 20 I 0. 
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In the work of Parr this particular attitude toward the artist's body, as a device to convey 
a real unfettered exchange, remains in performances even when he begins to adopt 
certain theatrical guises and roles. Consider, for example, his series of performances in 
the 1990s titled The Bride. In these works Parr starts to employ makeup and costume as 
he dresses in drag and parades himself in public locations. Despite such theatrics and 
gender confusion, when Parr discusses the performance he minimises the rhetoric 
concerning the theatricality of the bride persona. Instead, he prioritises the power of his 
own body in legitimising the work. He states, 'I remain manifestly the performer and 
she is a kind of cosmetic overlay ... sleeping on my body.'218 
Figure 39. Mike Parr Dead Sun, 1997. 
In contrast to Parr's Bride, the Renny Kodgers persona is not an attempt to prioritise or 
distinguish the 'real' body of the artist from the artifice. On the contrary, Kodgers is 
first and foremost a fa9ade, and a device through which a history of grotesque popular 
cultural imagery can be engaged with and reproduced in a contemporary context. This is 
demonstrated in performance works such as The Model. In this ongoing project the 
author has worked with various drawing classes in art schools around Australia.219 The 
collaboration involves Renny Kodgers taking on the role of the life model for the 
drawing class. The purpose of this performance is to problematise the role of the model 
as artist's muse. As the drawing class progresses Kodgers steps off the podium and 
starts physically assaulting the students. He challenges them to 'shut their eyes' and to 
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interpret his form by 'feeling him'. 220 The purpose of this exercise is to destabilise the 
artist/model relationship and to transfer the site of creativity from the artist's stylus to 
the model and the activity of the entire room. 
There is a particular post-object sensibility in this work in terms of the way Kodgers 
attempts to reveal the mechanics of the drawing class as a kind of artwork or 
performance in itself. However, what is perhaps more notable with regard to post-object 
performance is the construction of the Renny Kodgers' body. Unlike Parr's 'bride' , the 
author's body is never wholly revealed (conceptually or formally), and in this sense it is 
not central to the work. This is because while the artist is naked, it is a fabricated nudity, 
a created physicality that ambivalently merges fact with fiction. Along with the 
application of false silver beard, hair and hat, a fake bronze tan covers his entire body 
(but for unsightly tan lines across his buttocks). The centrepiece of this nudity is a giant 
horse-like phallus that swings between his legs. It too is fake, being constructed from 
silicon. However, it is also strangely life-like as it merges with the artist' s whitened 
pubic hair. In contrast to Parr, who separates the accoutrements of his 'bride' from his 
physical presence, the author's Kodgers blurs the division between affect and self, 
creating a truly ambivalent priapic being. 
Figure 40. Mark Shorter, The Model, 2007 - 20 I 0. 
Parr would have us believe that the authentic display of his body with it's 'real ' actions 
produce the moment of intersubjectivity. In certain instances he maintains that because 
220 Mark Shorter, The Model (2009). Performed with the students of Kim Donaldson, 
Victoria College ofthe Arts. 
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r 
there is real violence the audience becomes forcibly engaged - shocked into complicity 
with the action by the confronting question, "Why did we allow it to happen?'. 221 
Through such a provocation Parr claims the illusionism of theatrical representation is 
overcome. But this position is problematic on two counts. First, while he may produce 
genuine violent behaviour, it does not necessarily eliminate all "theatricality'. Indeed, 
with performances such as Cathartic Action: Social Gestus No. 5 (1977), where Parr 
attacks his body with a meat cleaver, there are undeniable theatrics. These include the 
fabricated arm, and in the manner with which the appendage is violently chopped off 
(there is a certain degree of suspense in the action). Second, the 'real' and the 
'theatrical' do not necessarily need to be separate in order for an intersubjective 
experience to be created. If we look at a history of carnivalesque expressions within 
modem culture we can see that the intersubjective experience is produced through 
highly symbolic and theatrical activities, the most prominent example being the 
singalong in the music hall. This communal cultural form had considerable potential to 
radicalise spectator/artist viewing relations. For instance, it not only generated a 
participatory environment through the singalong, it also - especially in the case of lewd 
comic singers such as Marie Lloyd - created an erotic exchange between everyone 
singing in the auditorium. 
The Kodgers body compels us to reassess post-object intersubjectivity within this 
broader history of popular performance. Like Brown Council's work, it also suggests a 
continuum between post-object art and the camivalesque through performance 
strategies that are connected to the vaudeville stage. However, the author's focus on the 
artist's body offers an alternative approach. Through the ambivalently fictional creation 
that is Kodgers, the author plays on the purported authenticity of the post-object body 
and its capacity to deliver an intersubjective experience. Where post-object artists have 
been adamant about separating artifice from their real bodies, the Kodgers character is 
in itself a play on such a separation. 
22 1 Parr shocks the audience into complicity with the action by confronting them with the 
question, 'Why did [they] allowed it to happen?' Scheer and Tsoutas, ' Breaking through 
Language: Interview with Mike Parr'. 
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Lampoon, legacy and re-enactment- drunken returns to Parr and 
Kennedy's 'Idea Demonstrations' 
In 2008, artists Tom Isaacs and Sach Catts produced Seminal Fluids, a re-enactment of 
Mike Parr and Peter Kennedy's 1972 post-object video work Idea Demonstrations.222 
Notably, however, they attempted to perform the 24 actions that encompass the piece 
inebriated- a strategy that pushed Parr and Kennedy's original work into the bawdy 
territory of variety theatre. Beyond this strategy, Isaac's and Catt's drunk re-enactment 
of Parr's post-object work raises some interesting issues with regard to how we are to 
understand the legacy of post-object performance through its documentation. 
Figure 41. Idea Demonstrations, Action 22, 
1972. 'Sitting before an audience ... bare 
your shoulder. Let a friend bite into your 
shoulder ... until blood appears,' 
Figure 42. Idea Demonstrations Action 7, 
1972. 'Sit up and down as fast as possible 
in front of a movie camera. Continue until 
exhausted.' 
Looking first at Catts and Isaacs' drunken interpretation of Idea Demonstrations, it is 
important to understand how they produced a unique form of contemporary variety 
theatre. The role of a variety sensibility in their piece could easily be overlooked 
because in contrast to the work of Renny Kodgers and Brown Council, Isaacs and Catts 
have not directly drawn on vaudeville and music hall stylings to construct their 
performance. Rather, variety permeates their work primarily through the artists' 
disproportionate consumption of alcohol, which is employed to disrupt the focus of the 
222 It is important to note that while Idea Demonstrations was made specifically as a piece of 
video art some of its actions, such as the shoulder biting in action 24, were originally 
conceived as live performance pieces. 
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original post-object act. If we recall the discussion in Chapters 1 and 2, the use of 
excessive drinking as a performance strategy has considerable potential to raise the 
spectre of the carnival and create variety theatre. This is because such acts draw ideas 
away from the cerebral and the intellectual and engages them in a downward 
progression, both physically and metaphorically, into the 'lower bodily stratum'- that 
fecund area where the body's burps and grotesque noises propel the creative act in a 
profane and unpredictable manner.223 
We see this downward and degrading process clearly in Seminal Fluids. At the 
commencement of the performance, all focus is placed on the methodical replication of 
Idea Demonstrations. A certain diligence takes precedence in the re-enactment at this 
early point in the work, as the artists follow a script of the 24 actions provided by a 
1973 Donald Brook article titled, 'Idea Demonstrations: Body Art and ' Video Freaks' in 
Sydney' ?24 This moment in the performance is unmistakably cerebral - and what 
Donald Brook might term 'informational ' -as the artists read out the action and 
critically engage with the original performance by working out how to re-enact it as 
accurately as possible with the audiovisual equipment they have available?25 
However, as the drinking progresses, we notice a marked shift in the expression of the 
work as the heady intellectualism that initially framed the process is overcome by the 
profane acts of the artists pissing and vomiting. The best way to understand this 
carnivalesque transformation is to consider the aural side of the performance. At the 
beginning the sound of the piece is dominated by a certain measured conversation, 
balanced by the noise of shifting objects as the artists earnestly progress from task to 
task. However, by Action 7 there is a marked change, as the talk becomes more 
rambling and convoluted. Isaacs, for example, states, ' I thought it would be leisurely 
drinking ... I thought 'We' ll get drunk while we're having fun', it turned out to be not 
fun while we're drunk not having fun.'226 Inevitably, thanks to Isaacs and Catts' 
excessive drinking, the guttural sounds of the body finally take precedence over more 
considered aspects of the work. This is particularly noticeable when Isaacs and Catts 
urinate into a bucket off camera. This watery, bodily expulsion echoes throughout the 
room, humorously affecting the entire re-enactment. Idea Demonstration's disciplined 
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test of one's physical limits in relation to space and time becomes ridiculously 
reinterpreted through burps and farts. 
While not employing any vaudevillian tropes directly, the creative use of alcohol in the 
piece nevertheless manages to produce bawdy theatrical moments that at times mimic 
the popular stage. As the 24 actions become more difficult to produce, the tasks take on 
a farcical tone. For instance, Catts fumbles inanely with the placement of the television 
in the replication of Action 7. Later he takes an inordinate amount of time to change the 
batteries of the sound recorder in Action 9, while Isaacs offers useless, inane advice. In 
this sense, the 24 actions become more like slapstick acts, not dissimilar to the 
ineptitude displayed in a Marx Brothers sketch. 
Clearly Isaacs and Catts deviate from Idea Demonstration's score. However, far from 
destroying all semblance to the original work, their engagement with the grotesque and 
the profane potentially reinvigorates our understanding of this seminal post-object 
piece. When Parr first performed these actions with Kennedy they were powerfully anti-
authoritarian acts. In permitting his shoulder to be bitten in Action 22, he was using art 
to remind us of a radical power that lay latent within the modem subject: one had the 
capacity to reject established social mores by choosing to submit oneself to an act of 
violence. Such acts of masochism, as discussed earlier in this chapter, raise the issue of 
the individual's disenfranchisement in modem democratic societies. In Action 22 we 
see such ideas radically interpreted not only through Parr's masochism but also through 
the audience's complicity in the act- they do nothing to stop it.227 
Parr's creative forms of resistance draw considerable inspiration from the thinking of 
German-born Marxist philosopher Herbert Marcuse. Marcuse believed that 
'authoritarian and exploitive behaviour' was just as prevalent in modem democratic 
societies as in repressive Fascist regimes.228 The only difference, in his view, was that 
cultural homogenisation was no longer achieved by force, 'but by relating the inner 
needs of individuals to the dominant demands of their culture' . 229 Importantly, however, 
Marcuse saw art as unique, the only form of human expression that could expose and 
overcome this repression. This was because it promoted a dialectic of negation that 
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refused 'to obey the established reality, its language, its order, its conventions and its 
images' .230 Marcuse noted that 'through the total estrangement of man from his world', 
art could provide an 'artificial basis for the remembrance of freedom' .231 
While Idea Demonstrations provided a powerful example of such resistance in 1972, in 
recent times such radicalism has, ironically, been absorbed into the power structures it 
originally sought to resist. This was demonstrated in Parr's retrospective at the 2008 
Biennale of Sydney. Within the viewing culture of the international biennale system, 
Idea Demonstrations has been recuperated into the art institution and is no longer anti-
authoritarian. This is because the art dialectic that was proposed by Marcuse has, 
ostensibly, stopped operating. The work has become understood as simply an artefact, 
no longer connected to the live actions that once so radically challenged the audience's 
sensibilities. Where previously the spectators were compelled to ask of themselves, 
'Why [do] we allow this to happen?', now they are urged to revere the document as a 
sacred object, testament to a radicalism of a bygone era?32 
In contrast, through their boozing antics Isaacs and Catts touch on the radical origins of 
Parr and Kennedy' s work that have been lost in the viewing relations produced by the 
Biennale. Indeed, through the burping and farting, which profanely mock and reject any 
consecration of the work into the art canon, a certain anti-authoritarian quality is 
returned to Idea Demonstrations. Moreover, not only is this degradation expressed 
through the vomiting upon the precisely measured space that characterised the original 
work, it is also emphatically demonstrated through the fact that the actions are left 
unfinished and open-ended: Isaacs and Catts never make it through the 24 actions. 
Instead, thanks to the alcohol, Carts ends up passed out on the floor and a doctor is 
called to rehydrate his body through an intravenous drip?33 
In providing a contemporaneous interpretation of the Idea Demonstrations document, it 
is also worth considering how Isaacs and Catts' work might be situated in terms of other 
recent attempts tore-perform seminal 1970s performance art pieces. As demonstrated 
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earlier in this chapter through the discussion of Brown Council, such re-enactments 
have risen to prominence in contemporary art practice. Indeed, the ubiquity of such 
exercises implies that the re-enactment of post-object performance could be considered 
something of an art genre in itself?34 In particular, however, it is worth comparing 
Seminal Fluids to the recent work of Marina Abramovic, who has become a pivotal 
figure in the rise of the re-enactment thanks to her controversial work at the 
Guggenheim Museum in 2005, titled Seven Easy Pieces. 
Seven Easy Pieces entailed the re-enactment of six seminal performance works from the 
1960s and 1970s and one new work, titled Entering the Other Side (2005).235 Lying at 
the heart of this project was Abramovic's belief that the poor photo and video footage 
that remained from the post-object era didn't do 'justice to the actual performances' ?36 
To overcome this problem, Abramovic posited that the only way to authentically 
communicate the ideas within works such as Vito Acconci's Seedbed (1972) (a work 
where the artist masturbated underneath the floorboards of an art gallery while 
spectators walked above) was to re-enact the performances themselves. Moreover, in an 
effort to learn from the mistakes of the past, Abramovic also ensured that in Seven Easy 
Pieces no moment would be left undocumented. In this regard, we see almost obsessive 
attention paid to capturing the performance, from the film of the event directed by New 
York filmmaker Babette Mangolte to the 300-page colour catalogue and the full 
transcription of her improvised masturbation monologue as part of the Seedbed re-
enactment. 
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This attitude is not entirely dissimilar to Isaacs and Catts' approach to Idea 
Demonstrations. Indeed, Abramovic also sought to treat the performance documentation 
from the post-object period as a script, or as she puts it, 'a music composition' .237 
However, what stands in stark contrast to Isaacs and Catts is Abramovic's lack of 
intention to degrade, satirise or even destabilise the documentation. She seeks instead to 
reify and affirm its status as a legitimate 'score' to be honoured and respectfully 
reinterpreted, much like a Beethoven symphony - thereby giving it 'a stable ground in 
art history' .238 
Figure 43. Marina Abramovic, Seven 
Easy Pieces, 2007. 
Figure 44. Gina Pane, The Conditioning, first action 
o[Self-portrait(s), 1973. 
It should be noted at this point that the notion of re-enactment is not an entirely new 
concept in performance art. As the American art historian Amelia Jones notes, ' the 
happenings of Fluxus were largely based on scripts that were redone', and in this sense 
they had re-enactment built into their very idea of production.239 We should also recall 
that the notion of repeating poems, plays and actions was very much a part of the 
cabaret culture of the early European avant-garde?4° For instance, Richard Huelsenbeck 
performed his Phantastische Gebete (Fantastic Prayers) numerous times on the stage of 
the Cabaret Voltaire, influenced in part by Emmy Hennings, who alongside him, also 
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sang a select repertoire of cabaret songs night after night.241 More recently, one must 
also note important adaptations of post-object art perfonnances such as Fresh Acconci 
(1995) by Mike Kelly and Paul McCarthy, where the artists re-perfonned Vito 
Acconci's video works using porn stars to editorialise on the rise of the beautification of 
the artist's body in video art.242 
However, in spite of the ubiquity of the re-enactment historically, what distinguishes 
Abramovic's approach is the manner in which she positions the re-enactment as the 
event that defmes the earlier culture. As Jones notes, there is a 'tendency' within 
Abramovic's work 'to present the reenactment itself as the site where the authentic 
meaning of the original event is to be found' (emphasis added).243 In this regard Jones 
sees Abramovic's work as problematic, for by presenting the re-enactment as the 'site' 
of authenticity she is fixing the post-object action in a particular space and time.Z44 
Furthennore, by placing such an enonnous amount of importance on the documentation 
of the re-enacted event, Abramovic is transfonning the original act not just into a 
'score' but into an art object. Interestingly, Jones regards this as an act of 'category 
confusion' ?45 By this she means that Seven Easy Pieces is contradicting the essential 
live nature of the original post-object performance. For example, Jones notes that work 
such as French artist Gina Pane' s The Conditioning, first action o[Selfportrait(s) 
(1973) was predicated upon notions of the ephemeral and the improvisational. Indeed, 
Pane employed live and embodied strategies to radically challenge the politics and 
economies of the autonomous and 'disinterested' art object, as championed in the 
writings of Clement Greenberg.246 Jones explains that while Abramovic claims she is 
continuing the radically 'live' project of post-object perfonnance, if we look beyond her 
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rhetoric we see that she is in fact submitting to commercial and institutional forces that 
would freeze, package and market the live act as an aesthetic object?47 As evidence, 
Jones draws attention to the overwhelming amount of documentation partnering the 
event and the manner in which documents such as Mangolte's film easily enter and 
partake of the politics and economics of the contemporary art market.248 
In contrast, Isaacs and Catts' re-enactment of Idea Demonstrations does not produce 
any such 'category confusion'. This is in part because Seminal Fluids never coheres into 
a strictly definable performance document. As such, the document in Isaacs and Catts' 
work plays a considerably different role from that in Abramovic's work. Seminal Fluids 
doesn' t fix a place for post-object art historically; rather, it interprets it as part of a 
continuum of radical carnivalesque expression within modem culture. It is important to 
realise here that one of the main factors that drives this alternative interpretation of post-
object art is the application of variety theatre strategies. These strategies, which are 
historically linked to the transgressive qualities of the carnival, resist forces that might 
recuperate the post-object act into the institutional framework, because through their 
propensity to degrade they create an ambivalent and unstable environment. In this 
manner they not only encourage a live unpredictable space within the re-enactment, but 
they also produce an understanding ofthe original document as being inherently 
improvisational. 
From this study of the intersections between the variety theatre and the post-object in 
Sydney, we can observe a significant development in contemporary performance art 
practices. Through the examples of Renny Kodgers, Brown Council and Isaacs and 
Catts we can see that artists have begun to adopt popular, variety strategies of 
performance such as the lame vaudevillian gag and the ambivalent alter-ego to redress 
our understanding of this seminal performance art culture ofthe 1970s. At first sight 
employing such tactics might seem completely at odds with post-object art. After all, 
through critics such as Donald Brook, post-object performance has been portrayed as a 
serious, cerebral and 'informational' artistic task. Yet as this chapter has demonstrated, 
perfom1ance actions of the post-object period do not necessarily need to be seen as 
antithetical to the carnivalesque strategies that lie embedded within the popular stage. 
On the contrary, there are many commonalities to be found. Furthermore, there are 
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many ways in which these popular performance styles can provide a critical tool with 
which to re-examine the performance art cultures ofthe 1970s. For instance, Brown 
Council, through their variety endurance tasks, have revealed a latent variety sensibility 
within the original post-object act. From another angle, the work of Renny Kodgers has 
demonstrated that adopting variety strategies is an effective way to critique notions of 
the 'authentic' artist's body. Finally, through the work oflsaacs and Catts we see the 
value of adopting a profane attitude towards seminal post-object works. As the post-
object period is increasingly reconsidered and revalued within the contemporary art 
landscape, the employment of the variety theatre form has proven an exciting strategy 
with which to reinvigorate the documentation and ideas of these past performed actions. 
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Conclusion 
In this thesis the fields of variety theatre, performance art and the carnivalesque were 
examined through a range of performance cultures that have manifested over the last 
1 00 years. Important questions were posed, such as what constitutes variety theatre, 
how does it intersect with the visual arts to produce performance art and what is the 
relationship between such acts and the historical carnival? Significantly, the impetus to 
begin this research paper came from the author's Renny Kodgers performances. Before 
the questions behind this thesis had been formulated, Renny Kodgers was probing the 
intersections between variety theatre and performance art through a series of ambitious 
works. These included The Heat is ... On! (2007), where he invited the audience to 
share a sauna in an art gallery, Imaginame sin ti (2006), in which he performed 
sexualised stunts inside a limousine at an art opening, and The Model (2007-) where he 
broke down the pedagogical system of the life drawing class. Other significant works 
included One Love: Renny Kodgers vs The Monochrome Cowboy in the Tennis Match 
of Our Time (2006), where he merged the performance of the variety theatre with sport, 
and, most recently, The Renny Kodgers Quiz Hour (2010 -)on FBI radio 94.5, where 
the character was used to create a bawdy on-air radio space through interactions with 
Sydneysiders over the phone. Through the use of these diverse performance strategies 
the Renny Kodgers project put a challenge to the author: to create a historical and 
formal framework with which to understand the plethora of performance cultures that 
he draws on. 
This posed a particular nomenclatural problem. For instance, the performance of Renny 
Kodgers could not be defined solely as a contemporary form of vaudeville because of 
the strategic manner with which the body was used to break down spectator relations in 
works such as The Heat is ... On! and The Model. Neither did the work fit neatly into a 
history of post-object art, thanks to its brazen and excessive theatrics. It is here that the 
carnivalesque - as defined by Mikhail Bakhtin - took on a critical role. The 
carnivalesque became the way in which the diverse strategies of performance that 
Kodgers employs could be read together. The carnivalesque became the historical and 
formal strategy used to resolve the dilemma that Kodgers presented. 
Applying this concept of the carnivalesque to a history of modern performance was not 
an easy task. Indeed, it involved the consideration of a wide range of performance 
practices, which in certain cases evolved from extremely divergent sources within the 
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modern cultural landscape. Take, for example, music hall theatre, which developed in 
tandem with the Industrial Revolution, its bawdy singalongs emerging from the drunken 
tavern and gradually being recuperated into a mass entertainment spectacle. This 
theatrical expression differed markedly from the performance practices of the post-
object in the 1970s, which had strong anti-commercial sentiments, manifested through a 
radical challenge to the function of the art object within Western structures of 
representation. Furthermore, within the visual arts themselves there have been many 
disparate ways in which the tropes of carnival have been taken up and employed. For 
instance, the guttural poetry of the Dadaists was fundamentally connected to the popular 
theatrical stage, while the masochistic performance practices of the post-object were 
framed by the artist's body. 
Problematising this reading of carnival even further, this thesis has taken into account 
the different ways in which variety theatre has evolved, in terms of where it originated 
and developed (geographically). Here it was observed that Antipodean cultures of 
variety were distinct from their European counterparts. This was illustrated through an 
examination of the unique manner in which a grotesque theatrical performance culture 
came about in Sydney- not through artistic cabaret, but through the city's anarchic 
libertarian traditions. 
While there is considerable diversity and conflict across these performance modes, this 
thesis has demonstrated that they do in fact share a common progenitor in historic 
carnival. Of course it would be overreaching to claim that the carnivalesque unites all 
these creative fields as one genre of performance. However, we do see within these 
various performance modes the carnivalesque recurring as a transgressive sensibility or 
strategy adopted to destabilise and challenge established notions of art making and 
expression. We have seen it produced in the urinating antics of OZ magazine and in 
Isaacs and Carts' debauched drinking experiment. The Dadaists on the Cabaret Voltaire 
stage were shown to have expressed the carnivalesque through their heterogeneous 
guttural vocals, as did Brown Council with their more recent masochistic laughter. 
Moreover, carnival ' s modern expression permeated the work of music hall comics such 
as Mary Lloyd and Roy Rene. Their lewd ambivalent humour, stacked with double 
entendres, riled those with conservative social mores and challenged the strict 
censorship laws that controlled the industry at that time. 
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Yet a particular problem arises when citing and contextualising the expression of the 
carnivalesque in modern times. Namely, that the historical carnival was a cultural 
expression particular to the social and political conditions of the Middle Ages. 
Throughout Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin reiterates the importance of understanding 
the epochal and cultural gap between modem and pre-modern expressions of the 
carnivalesque in Western societies. He separates the two by explaining that modem 
expressions of the grotesque manifest ' in a private, egotistic form, severed from the 
other spheres oflife' .249 Thus carnival in modem times is intrinsically individualistic, 
lacking a connection to the universality of human existence and no longer promoting an 
ambivalent conception of the world. Guy Debord takes this position a step further by 
suggesting that within late capitalist societies the festive spirit of the Middle Ages has 
not simply narrowed in its expression, but has become an image of itself, entirely 
separated from lived experience. The festival 's ' luxurious expenditure of life', 
according to Debord, has receded into representation.250 It has become spectacle. 
Further, the festival, which was originally connected to waste, excess and non-
productive ends, has in modem times become inseparable from the production of 
capital. 
This critique of the modem expression of carnival finds resonance in many of the 
performance modes discussed in this thesis. A prominent example is the music hall, 
where the camivalesque was noted to have been recuperated into a traditional theatrical 
structure. In such an environment carnival becomes spectacle, because the interactive, 
free association between audience and performer has been muted by the architectonics 
of the performance space. Here carnival ' s expression has become theatrical 
representation. Though a range of different acts are presented on stage, their perceived 
heterogeneity belies a highly regulated enterprise that seeks to reproduce a standardised 
type of entertainment that satiates a mass audience. Significantly, this type of 
recuperation of carnival was not limited to large-scale commercial theatrical enterprises. 
Indeed, the repression of carnival' s heterogeneous and debased spirit can also be seen in 
more radical fields of modem performance such as body art and post-object 
performance practices. The apotheosis of this sort of recuperation of carnival was 
observed in Marina Abramovic' s Seven Easy Pieces (2007). In the exhibition's 300-
249 
250 
Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 19. 
Debord, Society of the Spectacle, 89. 
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page glossy catalogue the grotesqueries of early body works from the 1970s were 
literally reduced to clean and homogenous pressed images. 
However, while these examples of performance support Debord and Bakhtin's critique 
of the modem expression of carnival, they should not be considered a confirmation that 
the carnivalesque has failed to flourish in recent times. On the contrary, this thesis has 
provided numerous counter-arguments, and has demonstrated that the camivalesque 
spirit has continued to express itself despite being restricted by modem institutions and 
dogma. For example, there was Paul McCarthy's body art performance entitled Death 
Ship ( 1983 ). McCarthy's simultaneous ingestion and regurgitation of mayonnaise, 
tomato sauce and mustard brought a contemporary reading to Rabelais' banquet 
imagery. Likewise, there was the art of Yellow House artist Albie Thoms. Thoms' 
Marinetti (1969) returned the film medium to the grotesque ancestral body not only by 
picturing the sexual and sensual side of the Sydney art community in the 1960s, but also 
by biting into the very negative of the film. The act of biting, in particular, is a 
powerfully symbolic act in terms of engaging with carnival 's modem image. The 
visceral imprint of the mouth disrupts the very narrative structure of the film, confusing 
its frame by frame order and returning the image to the body and its orifices. This biting 
literally reveals the potential of carnival's spectacle to be physically ruptured and re-
opened to a world of significations and ambivalent associations. 
But perhaps the most important example of a modern expression of the carnivalesque in 
this thesis was Renny Kodgers. The Kodgers project has taken the benign, formulaic 
image that is the country music icon Kenny Rogers and transformed it into an uneasy 
portrait of masculinity. Kodgers is at once repulsive but endearing, prudish yet 
debauched. He is the embodiment of the dependable and stoic patriarchal figure ... 
destabilised. Such a fracturing of the modem image of carnival suggests that the 
grotesqueries of life have not become completely flattened and homogenised into 
spectacle. On the contrary, through such actions we can see the continuum of 
carnivalesque expression that connects the grotesque manifestations of the present day 
with their festive precursors in antiquity. 
Bakhtin's camivalesque has provided the author with an invaluable framework with 
which to understand the Renny Kodgers performances. As demonstrated, it enabled a 
connection to be made between that work and a diverse range of historical performance 
modes. Knowledge of the historic carnival has also encouraged the author to continue to 
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develop his own approach towards the production of variety theatre in a contemporary 
art context. It is all too easy to unsettle the audience through the use of grotesque 
imagery. What is more challenging is to broaden the experience of the grotesque so that 
it is not considered merely vulgar and disparaging, but is also acknowledged as 
humorously productive. A knowledge of the functioning dynamics of the camivalesque 
can aid a perfonnance artist in achieving this. 
The debased imagery of carnival is transgressive not simply because it is a destabilising 
and provocational force. It is transgressive because it resists ossification and easy 
classification. Through its ambivalent conception of life, the carnivalesque sits radically 
on the fence. Opposites become temporarily united, birth is partnered with death, 
destruction is merged with renewal through a language that is wonderfully contradictory 
and humorous. Expressing this ambivalent laughter is the challenge of the artist who 
seeks to perfonn variety theatre in the modem era. 
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